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ABSTRACT
EXPLORING TEACHER BIOGRAPHIES:
THE LIVES OF FOUR ENGLISH TEACHERS STUDIED
THROUGH NARRATIVE AND METAPHOR
FEBRUARY 1994
WENDY M. KOHLER, B.A., VASSAR COLLEGE
M.H.S.A., ANTIOCH UNIVERSITY
ED.D., UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AMHERST
Directed by: Professor Richard Clark

What are the sources of a teacher's commitment to lifelong learning and
to reflection-in-action? In order to improve the quality of teacher training and
development programs, we need to reach a better understanding about what
motivates a teacher to develop and sustain a commitment to her own learning
as well as a capacity to apply new learning, upon reflection, into action in the
classroom.
Applying case study methodology, the researcher will trace the
"intellectual biographies" (Shulman, 1986) of four secondary teachers of
English. The case study approach provides for hypothesis-generating,
qualitative investigation. This particular investigation will take many forms:
1) a series of interviews with each subject; 2) a written narrative (a guided
autobiography) of each subject; 3) field site (school and classroom
observations; and 4) background questionnaires and inventories. The final
data gathering mode will be a group meeting to discuss the researcher's
v

findings. Her subsequent analysis of the data must also be confirmed by the
subjects themselves if it is to have any validity.
The goal of the project is to understand what experiences, influences,
and responses in the lives of four teachers have contributed to their on-going
productive involvement in professional development. Case study findings are
instructive in their descriptions. The researcher's concrete and direct efforts will
be to suggest the possibilities of transferring any lessons to be learned through
the study of the lives of these four teachers to the design and implementation
of teacher training and professional development programs.
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CHAPTER I
THE PURPOSE OF THE STUDY:
UNDERSTANDING SOURCES OF TEACHER
MOTIVATION AND ACHIEVEMENT

"It was much pleasanter at home," thought poor Alice, "...I almost wish
I hadn't gone down that rabbit-hole --- and yet — and yet — it's rather
curious, you know, this sort of life! I do wonder what can have
happened to me! ...There ought to be a book written about me, that
there ought!"
Lewis Carroll (Alice in Wonderland)

Alice's curiosity led her on a wild adventure, each episode challenging
her mentally and physically, and changing her in ways that influenced her
behavior in the chapter that followed. Our most competent teachers share
Alice's curiosity for new ideas and new experiences. We wish that all our
teachers thrived on challenge and sought out inquiry, but, of course, that is not
the case. In every school setting there are certain teachers, "stars," who bring
special energy and creativity to their classrooms, embracing the new. These
teachers can be recognized fairly easily. They're the ones who are constantly
modifying curricula based on their own learning experiences. They're the ones
ever-revising their understanding of the student population and its needs.
What makes these teachers different from others? What are the sources of
their drive, dedication, and action?
1

The identification of compelling factors in the motivation of competent
teachers should help us to recruit, train, and sustain the best teachers for the
future. If we find elements of attitude and experience that are key sources of
their knowledge as teachers we can better define those influences critical to
effective professional development. We can then make deliberate efforts to
cultivate teacher artistry.
Certainly to improve our nation's schools we need more teachers who
combine a dedication to their students with a commitment to their own
learning. These teachers who embrace lifelong learning habits and who
constantly revive themselves, thus in turn stimulate the students they care so
much about. In order to so improve, we need to understand, first, the sources
of teacher knowledge and, second, strategies to "enable teachers to enhance
their repertoire" (Lieberman and Miller, 1984, p. 82). Teacher training as well
as professional development programs should look to those teachers who
model exemplary behavior as learners. We should examine their life histories
and study their professional, or artistic, portfolios.
The art of teaching is cultivated in many ways throughout the lifetime of the
professional. The teacher is influenced at home, at school, at play. Dan Lortie
argues that pre-dispositions about teaching are at the core of a teacher's
identity; influences far pre-date teacher training. A teacher's socialization,
Sharon Feiman-Nemser found, is affected by the quality of relationships
teachers had as children with important adults (1983). Becoming a teacher
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can be a conscious or subconscious effort to be like those adults. Lortie calls
it the "apprenticeship of observation," whereby teaching models are
internalized. In his discussions of the socialization of teachers he emphasizes
that a teacher's self-concept as well as her teaching schema is developed over
the years of life experience.
Competent teachers demonstrate an intellectual curiosity and a
penchant for inquiry. Yet, only recently, with the work of Shulman, Carter, and
others, has research focused on how teacher knowledge is obtained and
changed over time. The focus of much research has been on what teachers
need to know and how to train them, rather than on what they do know, and
how they acquired that knowledge. According to Carter, "practical knowledge
is shaped by personal history, which includes intentions and purposes, as well
as the cumulative effects of life experiences" (1990, p. 300).
No pure formulas nor formal taxonomies exist to help us identify what
makes teachers good, better, and best. The knowledge base is weak; there is
no consensus (as in medicine or law) about what is basic to the practice of
teaching (Lieberman and Miller, 1984, p. 3). This is not surprising if one
accepts the premise, as I do, that much of teaching is art and therefore not
fully measurable in quantifiable terms. We can, however, look at teachers who
are doing the job well and study key factors in their development.
Jerome Bruner writes that we need to understand the "psychological and
cultural realities" in which people actually live (1986, p. 43). We cannot and
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should not escape the personal narrative. It provides the texture and context
to be placed along side the paradigm. Thus, Bruner argues, we should study
"what is involved in telling and understanding great stories, and how it is that
stories create a reality of their own -- in life as in art" (p. 43). I would append to
Bruner's thesis that we should especially study the lives of teachers. They are
peculiar beings who professionally present their personal selves. Their work
cannot be separated from their life stories.
Mary Kennedy's extensive work on the teacher as learner helps focus
this examination of teachers' lives. She writes that "learning occurs through an
active process of interaction between the learner and an experience" (1991,
p.2). She is in league with Lee Shulman who asks: "What does a teacher
know and when did he or she come to know it? How is new knowledge
acquired, old knowledge retrieved, and both combined to form a new
knowledge base?" (1986, p. 8). Such constructivist postures are persuasive. A
teacher is a learner first. She can only convey what she knows. And what she
knows, hopefully, has been shaped and reshaped over time, only to be shared
in the classroom upon reflection.
What does this mean, to act in reflection? Primarily through the work of
Donald Schon (1991), we have come to understand the importance of
reflecting in action, or thinking to reshape what we are doing within a context
while we can still make a difference in the situation. Teachers need such an
ability if they are to perform as artists, shaping instruction based on prior
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knowledge as well as on the current assessment of student need,
circumstance, and setting. What is taught should be determined both by
content and by context. Teachers are professionals who deal with complexity
and uncertainty and thus need the capacity to reflect before taking action.
Many are worried that our current educational system for teachers does
not prepare them to be either curious learners or challenging teachers. John
Goodlad, in Teachers for Our Nation's Schools, sees this as the purpose of
teacher education: "The educating of teachers must be driven by a clear and
careful conception of the educating we expect our schools to do, the
conditions most conducive to this education (as well as the conditions that get
in the way), and the kinds of expectations that teachers must be prepared to
meet" (1990, p. 4). Goodlad later cites Richard Hofstader, in his work AntiIntellectualism in American Life, who said that schools must provide a "critical
enculturation" into "ways of knowing." This enculturation, Hofstader wrote, is
critical to a person's repertoire in order to structure experience. But, Goodlad
stresses, "How are teachers to succeed with children and youths in this
enculturating task if their own enculturation is in question?" (p. 239).
The dilemma is obvious: poor schooling breeds poor teachers who
teach in poor schools. But, if we look only to the shortcomings and ills of our
current educational system, we will see little inspiration to improve. Instead, if
we focus on what's working and who is effective, we can build.

Susan Moore

Johnson states it succinctly: "If teachers are only minimally qualified or
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pedestrian in their approach to instruction, they will not likely inform or inspire
their students. If they are intelligent, skilled, and creative in the classroom,
students are likely to respond with hard work and academic progress" (1990, p.
xiv). This latter group of teachers are the ones we need to study; their lives
can serve as models.
We can trace their "intellectual biographies"(Shulman, 1986). In his
foreword to Ann Lieberman and Lynne Miller's book, Teachers. Their World.
and Their Work. Phil C. Robinson quotes John Ruskin, who wrote: "Teaching
is painful, continual, and difficult work to be done by kindness, by warning, by
precept, and by praise, but above all by example" (1984, p. vii). The moment
of instruction is the product of a teacher's experience and her reflection in
action. Key is her presentation of herself as an active learner for whom the
world gets "curiouser and curiouser."
Thus we study her life through storytelling or narrative inquiry. F.
Michael Connelly and D. Jean Clandinin (1990) maintain that the study of
narrative is the "study of the ways humans experience the world." In their view,
"education is the construction and reconstruction of personal and social
stories; teachers and learners are storytellers and characters in their own and
other stories" (p. 2).
Jerome Bruner refers to the self as a "text." That "text" is defined by how
one is "situated with respect to others and toward the world." It is a story
about "powers and skills and dispositions that change as one's situation
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changes from young to old, from one kind of setting to another." The
individual's interpretation of this text "js his sense of self," and is "composed of
expectations, feelings of esteem and power, and so on" (1986, p. 130).
Teachers thus need to interpret their own lives for themselves as well as learn
from the study of the lives of others.
Learning to teach is, in part, learning to integrate one's life with one's
work. Deborah Britzman (1991) writes compellingly on the purpose of studying
teachers' lives.
The image of teaching is dialogic: teaching must be situated in
relationship to one's biography, present circumstances, deep
commitments, affective investments, social context, and
conflicting discourses about what it means to learn to become a
teacher. With this dialogic understanding, teaching can be
reconceptualized as a struggle for voice and discursive practices
amid a cacophony of past and present voices, lived experiences,
and available practices. The tensions among what has preceded,
what is confronted, and what one desires shape the contradictory
realities of learning to teach.
(P- 8)
Mary Kennedy leads this new direction in research. "We must design
research," she writes, "that examines both what teachers bring with them to
new experiences - what they already know, believe, or value -- arid the
experiences themselves -- the features that are likely to promote learning the
new ideas or practices offered to them" (1991, p.2). In short, if we don't
understand the nature of the teacher as a learner we cannot effectively teach
her what we think she needs to know. By the time she enters college, she has
been an apprentice of observation for a very long time. The story of her life
7

may help us understand how she constructs meaning from experience and
translates experience into teaching in a classroom.
This study examines what four teachers have experienced, what they
say they know, and how they have translated their experiences and learning
into classroom teaching.
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CHAPTER II
TEACHER LEARNING AND ACTION:
A REVIEW OF SELECTED LITERATURE

Introduction

Concerns about the quality of our nation's schools abound, and with
them the quality of teaching is challenged. Critics of teachers are everywhere,
from parents in the neighborhood schools to network broadcasters, from high
tech analysts to officials at the White House. If one of the key problems is the
quality of our teaching, as most agree, then we are caught in a dilemma. How
can our teachers become better teachers if their own classroom experiences
have been mediocre?
Teachers need to experience learning in the modes in which we wish
them to teach. If we want them to challenge their students to become creative
and critical thinkers, we need to ensure that they, the teachers, have been
trained as learners to do so as well. Teachers need rehearsal, practice in the
art of teaching.
Not all of this rehearsal may take place in a regular classroom setting.
Competent teachers have found stimulus for learning in a variety of settings,
and have received inspiration for how to be a teacher from a variety of
individuals. The educational system, however, should provide a constant
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environment of challenge and inquiry for all its students. Most certainly our
teachers should be provided with opportunities for intellectual growth both as
young students as well as throughout their professional careers.
Yet critics of our education system including Lynne Cheney, E.D. Hirsch
Jr., and Theodore Sizer, individuals who approach their study of American
education from vastly different perspectives, each, in his or her own way,
arrives at the same conclusion: we need to improve the quality of our teaching
by improving the quality of our teachers' learning. Cheney, head of the
National Endowment of the Humanities and outspoken critic of our current
institutions for teacher training, maintains that undergraduate education for
prospective teachers is "full of the same bad teaching that litters American high
schools. If teachers are to know a subject so that they can teach it well, they
need to be taught it well" (Cheney, 1990, p.34). Hirsch, author of the popular if
controversial book Cultural Literacy, claims that "as the school curriculum has
become more incoherent, literacy has declined even among children from
literate homes" (Hirsch, 1987, p.115). And Sizer, respected founder of the
Essential Schools movement, claims that "governing authorities pay little
attention to the scholarship of their teaching staffs," thus allocating limited
funds for the continued or "fresh" study in their disciplines (Sizer, 1985, p.190).
The problem is thus persuasively stated. We are not producing teachers
trained in "active and conscious learning" (Lanier, 1991), teachers who can
then teach our children the same practices. The solution seems to be a simple
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and logical one: cultivate thoughtful habits in our teachers (Wiggins, 1987,
p.16). Then these teachers can stimulate the minds of their students,
encouraging them to probe, challenging them to think critically. Judith Lanier
writes about a "disposition to be curious about what they [teachers] encounter
rather than to accept what they see as inevitable and given." Teachers so
disposed "are more likely to seek alternative ways of solving problems,
overcoming obstacles and understanding the ways that their students learn"
(p.7). The tragedy is what little emphasis we give to teachers to develop this
artistry (that is, the art of practicing and encouraging curiosity and inquiry)
through formal or informal means.
These ideas are not new. Often educators refer to the Socratic method
when describing an appropriate technique for developing skills of inquiry.
Mortimer Adler, in his book Reforming Education, reminds his readers that
"according to Socrates, the teacher assists the inquiring mind of the learner to
give birth to knowledge, facilitating the process of discovery on the learner's
part" (1977, p.169). John Dewey (1916) refers to the unifying principle of the
process of instruction as "the production of good habits of thinking" (p.192).
For Dewey a teacher should be the intellectual leader of a social group, not
due to any official designation as such, but because of his/her "wider and
deeper knowledge and matured experience" (p. 273). If we believe Dewey,
then teachers should be our best trained intellectuals.
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The work of Peter Elbow and other current educational leaders (e.g.,
Sizer, Goodlad, and Johnson), looks not only at instructional outcomes for
students, but also at the educational process for teachers that enables
students to learn. His goal in his series of essays, Embracing Contraries.
Elbow says, is to set up "ways of looking at the learning and teaching process
that will trigger in [teachers, curriculum planners, and administrators] specific
things to do which they wouldn't otherwise have thought of (1986, intro, p. x).
If, as Susan Moore Johnson (1990) says, "good teaching depends on good
learning," then teachers must be engaged in "a creative process, demanding
the constant injection of new information, new perspectives, and new psychic
energy" (p.251). Without it, teachers are deprived and their students are
deprived.

The Art of Teaching

The language of these educational experts conjures up a mystical notion
of good teaching, with its psychic energy and the transference of creative
sensibility. Good teachers spur their students on to want to probe great ideas
and issues, "motivated to continue to seek an ever-increasing understanding of
them" (Adler, 1977, intro, p. xxxi). Teaching, then, is at least as much art as
science. Sizer (1985) calls it science, art, and craft, requiring rigorous
preparation as well as "the gift" (p. 191). In any case, one cannot learn to be a
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competent teacher from an instruction book or a series of methods courses. A
recent NASSP Bulletin article argues, "If teaching is more of an art than a
science, then principle and practices cannot be easily codified or developed in
the classroom or easily learned by others. Hence there is little reason to offer
teacher method courses in education" (Ornstein, 1990, p. 81).
One does not have to accept Ornstein's condemnation of method
courses to acknowledge their limitations. Certainly one can state that method
courses do not make competent teachers. Then what does? Where do they
come from? And how are they made? Is there a critical, almost mystical,
element of good teaching, a talent that approaches artistry? How does one
become a better artist, if artistry is what good teaching is about?
Sylvia Ashton-Warner says that a good teacher calls on the resources of
her students, resources that challenge what is simple or readily accessible.
She says a teacher must cultivate a "negative capability," a quality that Keats
believed was necessary in a poet (Ashton-Warner, 1963, p.12). She refers to a
student's "line of thought," and the teacher's responsibility to set the creative
pattern in motion. Herbert Read in his forward to Teacher comments that this
idea is as old as Plato, but rarely incorporated into educational process
(Ashton-Warner, 1963, p.13).
It is the artistic challenge of teaching that Donald A. Schon emphasizes
in his work on the reflective practitioner. He maintains that all professionals
should be taught as if they were in studios of art or conservatories of music.
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He stresses coaching, and learning by doing (1991, intro, p.xii). Like Mortimer
Adler, Schon sees teaching as a cooperative art, although Adler compares
teaching to farming and healing rather than painting or composing (Adler,
1977, p.169). Schon calls artistry "an exercise of intelligence, a kind of
knowing," and he recommends "carefully studying the performance of
unusually competent performers" (p.13). A teacher, therefore, needs to
practice his/her art in a setting, likened to a conservatory, studio, or barnyard,
where he/she can work along side of master craftspeople.
Too often analysts of professionalism refer to fields such as law,
medicine, and architecture, but ignore teaching. Fortunately, Schon
acknowledges the professional status of teaching, certainly in its highest forms.
In all of the professions he recognizes the need for apprenticeships, of time of
tutelage under masters of the art. "The artistry of painters, sculptors,
musicians, dancers, and designers," Schon writes, "bears a strong family
resemblance to the artistry of extraordinary lawyers, physicians, managers, and
teachers" (p. 16).
N.L. Gage calls teaching "a useful, or practical, art rather than one
dedicated to the creation of beauty and the evocation of aesthetic pleasure as
the ends in themselves" (1978, p. 15). Gage makes an important distinction:
teaching is not a science; good teaching cannot be measured precisely, nor
attained by following a prescription, formula, or set of laws. He instead makes
the analogy to medicine or engineering which have scientific bases but require
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artistry as well. The artistry enters into the decision-making such as when to
apply certain laws, trends, or generalizations, when not to, and when to
combine in order to solve a problem. It is the art of making choices
appropriate to the situation. "As a practical art," Gage writes, "teaching must
be recognized as a process that calls for intuition, creativity, improvization, and
expressiveness" (p. 15).
The particular art of teaching requires a kind of confidence in how to use
the tools of instruction based on successful rehearsal as a learner. Neil
Postman and Charles Weingartner, in Teaching as a Subversive Activity (1969),
highlight key qualities of the learner, qualities which a teacher must engender.
The teacher must be that kind of learner first, like the artist confident in his
brushstrokes based on exposure to or training with the masters. Postman and
Weingartner say that learners:
- have confidence in their ability to learn;
- enjoy solving problems;
- know what is relevant to their own survival;
-

prefer to rely on their own judgments;

- are usually not fearful of being wrong;
- are emphatically not fast answerers;
- are skillful in making distinctions between statements of fact
and other kinds of statements;
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- are flexible;
- are skilled in the language of inquiry.
(p. 32)
Competent teachers must be good learners. According to Postman and
Weingartner, good learners are competent in being able to "know how to ask
meaningful questions," to examine their own assumptions and the assumptions
of others, to "use definitions and metaphors as instruments for their thinking,"
and to be careful observers (p. 33). An examination of teachers' experiences
as students in the classroom should help us better understand them both as
learners and as teachers.
Postman and Weingartner remind us that good learners are also not
fearful of being wrong. The artful and artistic teacher allows experiments and
risks error in herself and others without loss of faith or face. These learners
also recognize that every problem does not have a clear, simple, and absolute
solution. Our teachers need those same assurances in order to take risks in
the classroom, to challenge students to explore and inquire into territories
where they, the teachers, may not know all the answers, where everyone in the
classroom, regardless of skills or experience, is engaged in the investigation.
Donald Schon's concept of "reflection-in-action" explains the capability
that fine teachers and other professionals have to face situations where there
are no clear answers and respond appropriately. Those who can combine
their past knowledge with the experience of the moment in "unique, uncertain,
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and conflicted situations" practice professional artistry (1991, p. 22). Walter
Doyle (1990) explores this postulate and finds that "meaning and
understanding are constructed in particular circumstances by individuals
according to their distinctive conceptual and emotional biographies" (p. 17). In
other words, for teachers, the capability to display professional artistry depends
on their personal history. Teachers who excel do not fear new situations or
new avenues of inquiry for themselves, and can thus provide appropriate
guidance for their students.

Teacher Education

Teachers need practice in inquiry methods in order to teach them. They
need, like other artists, rehearsal. Unfortunately, our teacher training programs
provide few opportunities for constructive practice. In a 1973 essay, David
Hawkins reported on his observations of teachers and suggested that
"becoming a learning teacher" depended not only on a number of talents and
virtues but also on teacher preparation and work conditions (Feiman-Nemser,
1982, p. 2). Adler (1977) talks about teachers becoming "cooperative artists"
by not only acquiring knowledge and skills, but also by being trained in the art
of conducting seminars. This training can come through participating as
students in seminars and "by conducting seminars under the critical scrutiny of
masters of the art" (p. 174). He goes on to state: "Most important of all, they
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should be so prepared for the profession of teaching that they understand their
own primary role as that of learners. A school should be a place where
teachers learn, not just a place where students learn" (p. 175).
Yet the work of Joyce and Showers (1988) and others cite problems
with our teacher education programs that indicate that we are not adequately
preparing prospective teachers to be the kind of teachers and lifelong model
learners we want for our children. First of all, as Joyce and Showers point out,
studies indicate that those college students entering teacher training programs
are less talented than other high school graduates (p. 287). In his book on
Process Education. Henry Cole cites the work of G.D. Spindler as published in
the Harvard Educational Review (1955, 25[3]: 145-156). Spindler found in a
study of 328 graduate education students that a majority were opposed to the
values central to process education; that is, they devalued high intelligence,
independent thinking, and creativity. However, the same group valued
sociability, conformity, and average intelligence and academic ability (Cole,
1972, p. 86).
These teachers can only value what they have been taught to value.
And, they can only teach as they have been taught. John Goodlad's recent
research indicates that "teachers teach as they observed and experienced
teaching in schools, colleges, and universities during sixteen or seventeen
years of attendance" (1990, p. 265). This statement refers to both content and
pedagogy. The inadequacy is both in the how and the what to teach.
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Unfortunately, Goodlad found that those who choose to teach rarely do
so because becoming an educated person is an important goal for them (1990,
p. 213). If, as Goodlad stresses, teachers need to be educated not just in
education but in general studies (Cheney, 1990, p. 8), then we must find ways
of ensuring that they are groomed to be educated people first, and teachers
second. Historian Arthur Bates wrote a critique of teacher preparation in the
1950's that called it "a fraud upon the teachers themselves and upon society as
a whole" (Cheney, 1990, p. 5). Unfortunately, it is not merely a question of
poor teacher education programs; the quality of undergraduate education
programs in general can be criticized for lack of rigor and intellectual
challenge.
The Holmes Group is a national organization of research universities
expressly established to address the low quality of teacher preparation. The
Group's stated goals are to: 1) reform teacher education and teaching itself;
2) recognize teacher differences (including different levels of competence);
3) revise standards; 4) connect educational preparation with schools; and
5) improve teachers' working conditions. The deans that head The Holmes
Group have written that most teachers "exhibit no deep grasp of their subjects,
nor any passion for them. Their pedagogy is as sadly lacking as their grip on
the material" (Text of Education-School Deans' Report of Reforms in Teacher
Training, 1986, p. 27).
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In A Place Called School (1984), Goodlad refers to teacher education
programs as "disturbingly alike and woefully inadequate" (p. 315). Cheney
(1990) joins in this criticism. She suggests that, in effect, these programs by
design discourage or turn off the academically talented. She points out that
"those who planned to teach a subject...studied it less than those who did not"
(p. 7). Some, like the authors of the Carnegie Forum's Task Force on Teaching
as a Profession, argue for the elimination of education courses (Cheney, 1990,
p. 8). Sizer's criticisms (1985) go one step further. His emphasis is on the lack
of interdisciplinary training. Whether their students are education majors or
majors in a discipline, most colleges and universities do have distribution
requirements. However, few programs demand that students utilize information
in combination; few insist on interdisciplinary work. Such practice in the
integration of ideas and content is critical for teacher training. Indeed, the
Association of American Colleges recommends that education programs and
liberal arts be mixed (Cheney, 1990, p. 9).
Goodlad's study (1984) of teacher preparation points out another gap:
the study of pedagogy. He claims that more attention needs to be paid to the
"composite implications for teaching of how students learn and how subjects
are structured" (p. 183). Teachers need to be able to recognize and manage
the relationship between "the nature of learning and the nature of specific
subject-matter domains" (p. 183). While many reform movements of the 1950's
and 1960's identified this need, teacher education program reforms since then
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have not reflected the recommendation to integrate the study of learning
theories with the study of specific academic disciplines.
Some efforts to improve programs through the standardization of
teacher training practices have resulted from the publication of A Nation at
Risk, such as state mandated evaluations and testing. However, Susan Moore
Johnson (1990) comments that an assumption is implicit in such regulatory
measure: "that teachers could be made more productive with standardized
training, explicit directions and close supervision" (intro, p. xvi). This
assumption has yet to be proven true.
Current state licensing exams, where they exist at all, measure minimal
competency but not educational judgment. This is not true for other
professions, like medicine or architecture, where candidates for the profession
are asked to solve problems and create models. However, the National Board
for Professional Teaching Standards does plan to launch an effort to develop
assessments in twenty-five or more areas of education at a cost of fifty million
dollars (Porter, 1990, p. 69). As a start, four new teacher competency areas
have been defined. Teachers should:
1. know the subjects they teach and how to teach them;
2. know how to organize instructional settings that allow students
to develop an appreciation for the interconnections that exist
between and among disciplines;
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3. be able to model the modes of inquiry appropriate to the
subject;
4. know how to manage a classroom, to discipline, how to use
instructional materials, conduct lessons.
(Porter, 1990, p. 68)
The emphasis on interconnections (#2) and on inquiry (#3) in these
statements of competency is encouraging. But transforming goals into reality
is a formidable task. Recent studies, such as the ones documented in The
Shopping Mall High School, found that teachers were "dull and lacking in
invention and failed to stir students' interest" (Powell, Farrar, and Cohen, 1985,
p. 267). These classroom observations revealed little opportunities for
expression of ideas, but rather an emphasis on rote learning. Adler (1977)
reports Goodlad's finding that 85% of all classroom time is taken up with
didactic teaching, a practice that Adler calls "sheer indoctrination" (p. 173).
Henry Giroux, in his work Teachers as Intellectuals (1988), talks about the
traditional classroom setting where students have little opportunity to "develop
an attentiveness to critical thought" (p. 17).
This need for teachers to attend to critical thinking is paramount for
John Goodlad. In Teachers for Our Nation's Schools (1990), Goodlad issues
nineteen postulates, "essential presuppositions" against which we can judge
existing conditions in teacher education programs and with which we can strive
for improvements. All of the nineteen conditions are essential, many of them
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addressing issues of ethics and the critical roles of teachers and schools in our
society. Four of the nineteen mandate careful attention to the development of
inquiry skills in our teachers. They stress the ongoing acquisition of
knowledge through investigation, and the need for teachers to model
intellectual curiosity for their students.
Postulate Seven. Programs for the education of educators, whether
elementary or secondary, must carry the responsibility to ensure that all
candidates progressing through them possess or acquire the literacy
and critical thinking abilities associated with the concept of an educated
person (p. 57).
While this criterion may be problematic to assess, candidates for teacher
training must demonstrate intellectual traits associated with lifelong learners.
They must not only be bright, but also willing and able to accept intellectual
challenge.
Postulate Eight. Programs for the education of educators must provide
extensive opportunities for future teachers to move beyond being
students of organized knowledge to become teachers who inquire into
both knowledge and its teaching (p. 58).
Goodlad explains that "an inquiry into the means for teaching embedded in the
domains of knowledge" (p. 58) is necessary. He wants teachers, for example,
to be able to help students connect their lives to historical themes. He wants
them to help students transfer principles of historical analysis from one time
and place to another.
Postulate Ten. Programs for the education of educators must be
characterized in all respects by the conditions for learning that future
teachers are to establish in their own schools and classrooms (p. 59).
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Since modeling is a major teaching tool, Goodlad writes, "for teacher education
programs not to be models of educating is indefensible" (p. 59). Yet Goodlad
and others, time and time again, study the teacher education classroom only to
find lectures, presentations, and didactic learning settings.
Postulate Eleven. Programs for the education of educators must be
conducted in such a way that future teachers inquire into the nature of
teaching and schooling and assume that they will do so as a natural
aspect of their careers (p. 60).
If teacher education programs emphasize the inquiry approach, Goodlad
maintains, then "general traits of intellect will take precedence over narrowly
defined competencies" (p. 60). However, he states that most reputable
researchers of teacher education cite schools of education as being deficient in
teaching critical thinking (p. 184). Likewise, the elementary and secondary
school teachers in Goodlad's 1990 study reflected on their own teacher training
programs as being deficient in this area. Goodlad concludes that the
dominance of lecturing in education schools doesn't encourage critical thinking,
but rather passive learning and learners. Consequently, as Goodlad observed,
elementary and secondary schools classrooms are full of trained teachers
lecturing to the next generation of passive learners.

The State of Teaching

What are we to do? Goodlad (1984) says that few plans for
improvement of pedagogy exist anywhere. He found that most of the teachers
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he observed just lectured and monitored seatwork. He provides us with four
reasons why: 1) there is no real pressure to change; 2) teachers teach the
way they have been taught from elementary school through college; 3)
teachers have a significant degree of autonomy; and 4) teacher education
programs do not have sufficient depth to "transcend the conventional wisdom
regarding the nature of teaching" (p. 298). The authors of Ihe Shopping Mall
High School agree, pointing out that most teachers have not been educated in
a lively setting and therefore have no sense as to how to create one (Powell,
Farrar, and Cohen, 1985). The problem has not been helped by the growth of
professional programs which have limited the number of academic courses
that teachers in training have to take.
Teacher education at the secondary level exacerbates the problem by
emphasizing departmentalization, which is, in essence, "compartmentalization."
One of Sizer's central criticisms of schools is that students rarely see their
teachers exhibiting general knowledge. He refers to the frequently heard
statement, "Don't ask me, I'm a science teacher," only knowledgeable in one
area (1985, p. 190). Sizer calls this kind of specialization "excessive," and one
that "freezes the high school organization into specialist molds" (1985, p. 190).
After all, most of the students are not going to become specialists. Real
educational opportunities that help students understand connections are lost if
teachers are narrowly trained.
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It is interesting to think of Theodore Sizer and E.D. Hirsch, Jr. coming to
agreement on this issue, although they approach it, perhaps, with different
goals in mind. While Sizer's concern is the need for interdisciplinary study in
order to understand the real world, Hirsch worries that the "rise of the
fragmented curriculum" means that "little systematic attention [is paid] to
conveying a body of culturally significant information" (1987, p.112). Hirsch
says that American school curriculum is fragmented horizontally (across
subjects) as well as vertically (within subjects). No specific body of knowledge
is taught or, therefore, required, particularly at the level of higher education.
Powell, Farrar, and Cohen (1985) explain that "cutting" the instructional
program up into subjects "makes it easy for students and teachers to forget the
capacities that ought to be cultivated and easier to pursue the illusion that
education is a matter of covering the material" (p. 307). These authors urge an
emphasis on capacities to be cultivated rather than content to be learned.
Henry Giroux (1988) supports that emphasis. He writes that students need to
"learn how to perceive the very essence of what they are examining by placing
it critically within a system of relationships that give it meaning" (p. 64). He
continues, echoing the words of Mortimer Adler and Theodore Sizer, that
"students must be taught to think dialetically rather than in an isolated
compartmentalized fashion" (p. 64).
A recurrent theme here is the interrelationship of experiences. An active
learner places meaning on what is learned by understanding it within a context.
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According to Judith Lanier for The Holmes Group, "teachers must be
committed to continuous learning: their own, their colleagues', and their
students'. They should know that humans do not passively receive knowledge
that possesses meaning for them; they construct it out of past and current,
informal and formal learning experiences in and out of the classroom"
(1991, p. 6).
Teachers thus need training in what The Holmes Group terms "learning
and knowing." What The Holmes Group is talking about is encouraging
students of teaching and novice teachers to practice active involvement in their
own learning in order to understand how to teach. As Lanier writes,
Novice teachers come to this awareness only as they are led to
observe and question what they see and do in classrooms, rather
than just follow directions. Teachers' inquiry about their practice
need not be formal but it must be systematic, ongoing,
cumulative, open to alteration. Teacher candidates should
participate with fellow students in constructing their own meaning
from experience during the course of their preparation, and then
as teachers they should continue to review their work with
colleagues.
(P- 6)

The Need for Effective Inservice Programs

When the public criticizes the state of public education, often teachers
are blamed; but the teachers themselves are among those who most strongly
advocate for effective professional development programs. In the words of
Donald Schon (1991), "Critics inside and outside the schools have argued in
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recent years that we must foster and reward development of the craft of
teaching" (p. 15). Susan Moore Johnson's comment (1990) is that the word "inservice" has become a transitive verb with teachers as the object (p. 256). But,
she argues, teachers must take responsibility for and direct their own learning.
Sharon Feiman-Nemser (1982) maintains that learning to teach should
be "a major province of in-service rather than pre-service education" (p. 2).
Feiman-Nemser has designed a "Learning to Teach Continuum." The first
phase is the pre-training phase, where those early influences help form
"patterns and ideas of teaching and schooling." Phase two is the pre-service
phase where student teachers practice teaching and take education courses.
(It is the practice teaching that education students tend to find most valuable
during this phase.) The third phase is the induction phase where young
teachers struggle to survive as they are inducted into the profession. Finally, it
is the fourth phase, the inservice or on-the-job learning phase, where teachers
actually learn their craft.
If, as Lynne Cheney and others maintain, the academically talented tend
to leave the teaching profession in disproportionate numbers (Cheney, 1990, p.
7), then perhaps it is because there is little opportunity for growth or renewal in
phase four. Susan Moore Johnson (1990) is critical of the few opportunities
there are for teachers to remain current compared to those for other
professionals. She also points out that in most professional fields, career
development opportunities are provided as part of the job; yet this is not true
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for teachers. While they may encourage or support professional leave time, it
is a rare school system that incorporates professional development programs
into the teachers' contracted day. The good teachers that Johnson selected for
her study were self-sufficient learners, not dependent on institutions. Perhaps
they had to be.
Johnson's "valued teachers" usually described the institutional staff
development programs a "haphazard sequence of speeches and workshops
addressing unrelated topics." Their comments about such programs ranged
from "condemnation to modest praise" (p. 254). Only in those rare instances
where pedagogy was the focus did teachers express real satisfaction (p. 255).
Lynne Cheney (1990) suggests that teachers should have "abundant
opportunities to study the subjects that they teach." She advocates for
inservice training that "provide[s] alternatives to studying pedagogy in isolation
from subject matter" (p. 50). Again the point is made: teachers must not
simply know what to teach but how to teach.
While the teachers in Johnson's study found their schools' inservice
programs "superficial and irrelevant" (1990, p. 249), they did find some
conferences and workshops "rejuvenating" (p. 259). A major reason for this
situation is that teachers themselves can usually select conferences and
workshops to attend, based on their own areas of interest. And, although
these teachers found conventional academic courses lacked relevancy, they
enjoyed course work that while not directly related to their fields of
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specialization were enriching to them and to their teaching (p. 262). Thus in
the cases of workshops, conferences, and academic course work, key factors
were teacher interest and teacher choice.
Several points are reiterated in the research. First, teachers benefit from
programs that stimulate them intellectually, even if these programs don't directly
relate to the specifics of the classes they teach. Second, teachers benefit from
rehearsal; no artist can perform well, much less improve, without practice.
Third, teachers benefit from coaching and modeling experiences where they
can work along side of colleagues who can teach them to be more effective
teachers.
Many teachers in Johnson's study talked about learning from training
others, be they student teachers, new teachers, or peers. However, working
conditions, both physical and emotional, must be "pleasant," not "burdensome"
(p. 276). In a recent NASSP Bulletin (September 1991), R. David Cunningham,
Jr. comments: "It is ironic that we are quick to impress upon teachers the
importance of modeling, yet we forget to offer the same service to teachers
when we want them to learn a skill" (p. 83). In an environment where teachers
are encouraged to support one another they do learn from one another.
Many researchers give testimony to the success of teacher-directed
professional development activities. In her work on effective schools, Susan
Rosenholtz (1985) states that "collegial norms represent a form of group
problem solving, social support, and on-going professional development"
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(p. 380). Schons work on the reflective practitioner also emphasizes the
importance of peer coaching. An example he cites of a project where teachers
worked together to explore their own learning is Bamberger and Duckworth's
Teacher Project. There teachers engaged in activities where they reflected on
their own processes of inquiry, they examined their own evolution of
understanding, and they then compared their learning to textbook descriptions
(p. 323).
Understanding and practicing the concepts of inquiry is central to
teacher excellence. In her dissertation, "Teacher Inservice in Critical Thinking"
(1988), Judith Collison reiterated these themes of collegiality and selfexamination as she studied professional development in the skills of critical
thinking. She compiled a list of goals for inservice that included:
1) recognizing the teacher's need for involvement; 2) recognizing the teachers
themselves as a primary teaching resource; and 3) recognizing the need for
individualization (p. 29). She also highlighted that teachers need to feel
respected as professionals and, at the same time, "creatively encouraged"
(p. 29).
Collison specifically draws several logical conclusions about inservice in
critical thinking. First, "critical thinking workshops should model critical thinking
instruction." Second, "teachers should have a good working understanding of
the concept of critical thinking." Finally, "teachers should have usable
instructional materials as a result of having attended these workshops" (p. 31).
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Over and over we find researchers recommending that the design of teacher
inservice must model the instructional techniques we want to see in the
classroom. Teachers learn by doing.

Teacher as Learner

Teachers must learn to think, and enjoy doing it. That way it becomes a
pattern and part of their professional as well as personal life. Jack Fraenkel
(1980) assigns working definitions to these two terms, learning and thinking,
definitions that can help to focus discussion. Fraenkel writes that learning is
any change which takes place that is simply a result of maturation. He
identifies three ways of learning: 1) learning by imitation; 2) learning by
conditioning; and 3) learning by discovery, or on one's own. Each mode is
valid and needs to be factored into the study of teacher development.
Thinking, Fraenkel states, "involves the formation or rejection of ideas,
the organization of information in some way, or the restructuring of an
experience" (1980, p. 164). Since thinking is the active exchange between an
individual and data, that "data (information) becomes meaningful only when an
individual performs certain cognitive operations upon it" (p. 170). In other
words, the individual must be involved, invested, and active for thinking to
happen.
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Powell, Farrar, and Cohen (1985) say that in order to really learn, students
must be taught to "make an intellectual leap from their own experiences to the
experience of others and to abstract ideas" (p. 268). Mortimer Adler argues
that the teacher must make a deliberate calculation to change the mind of the
learner; this leap students make is therefore stimulated directly by teacher
intervention. Thus the teacher must have had practice making intellectual
leaps.
If teachers can recognize their own steps, or rather, leaps as learners,
they can teach what they know about learning. Elbow (1986) writes that
teachers need to examine their own teaching from "an experiential and
phenomenological point of view" (p. 69). However, Elbow also cautions that
teachers must also affirm the experiences of their students, recognizing that
everyone's empirical base has some validity.
The talented teacher/artist factors into the instructional plan an
understanding of the importance of an individual student's needs and
experiences. She maintains as a goal, not to fully educate students, for that is
not possible, but to encourage them to be disciplined in the pursuit of learning
(Adler, 1977). Since the competent teacher understands how she herself
learned, she is sensitive to the pitfalls along the way and can formulate
effective ways of helping others develop (Adler, 1977, p. 170).
At the Office of Educational Research and Improvement, under the
leadership of Mary Kennedy, work with teachers begins with this fundamental
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question: How can teachers "transform the understandings they bring with
them into better ways of understanding teaching?" (Kennedy, 1991, p. 3). After
all, "teachers, like other learners, interpret new content through their existing
understandings and modify and reinterpret new ideas on the basis of what they
already know or believe" (p. 2). Kennedy's emphasis is twofold; that is,
teachers must possess self-knowledge and teachers of teachers must
recognize and appreciate that knowledge base. The work of Mary Kennedy, it
seems to me, is the exciting coalescence of much of the research noted
earlier. She recognizes that the teacher is a highly socialized individual, whose
personal as well as professional experiences have had a profound effect on her
teaching. Further, she understands that teacher learning is most successful
when it honors this history.
Donald Schon (1991) writes eloquently on the teacher as a reflective
practitioner. Again, one should study his remarks in light of how we should
teach, or coach, teachers as well as how they should teach, or coach, their
students.
Perhaps, then, learning alj forms of professional artistry depends,
at least in part, on conditions similar to those created in the
studios and conservatories: freedom to learn by doing in a
setting relatively low in risk, with access to coaches who initiate
students into the "traditions of the calling" and help them, by 'the
right kind of telling," to see on their own behalf and in their own
way what they need most to see. We ought, then, to study the
experience of learning by doing and the artistry of good coaching.
We should base our study on the working assumption that both
processes are intelligent and -- within limits to be discoveredintelligible.
(p. 17)
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Schon values the teacher as artist; in so doing he elevates the teacher to a
status justified by the delicacy of the teacher's craft. He also urges us to
provide teachers with inspiration, making reference to those who follow the
"traditions of the calling," who know the "right kind of telling."

How to Cultivate Teacher Learning

It is unfortunate that currently public schools are not really in the
business of promoting teacher learning and growth (Giroux, 1985, p. 249). Yet
Johnson's final statement in her study of teachers and of "achieving success in
our schools" is that for the quality of teaching to improve, the school as a
workplace must also be improved. "Ultimately, good teachers must be able
and encouraged to teach" (Johnson, 1990, p. 343). Teachers take it on as a
personal responsibility rather than an institutional one.

However, Johnson

maintains, teachers would be active learners if they worked in schools where
they were encouraged to study and to explore (p. 332).
Schools themselves should be, but too rarely are, the centers of
professional development. The point has been made over and over that
teachers learn well in settings where they are coached by colleagues. Studies
of settings with effective collegial relations have found these "places of
intellectual sharing, collaborative planning, and collegial work" to be effective
schools for teachers and students alike (Johnson, 1990, p.148). Accounts of

35

collegial workplaces report them to be dependent on teacher openness and
willingness to improve; include "reference groups of peers for identifying
problems and taking action"; provide time for observation and discussion; and
are led by supportive administrators (Johnson, 1990, p. 151).
The work of Judith Warren Little verifies that teacher collaboration and
interaction leads to greater experimentation in the classroom (1982). New
teachers report that teaching is "an art that one learns from watching good
teachers and from practicing with them" (Cheney, 1990, p. 10). Yet in spite of
the evidence pointing to teachers as the primary source of "pedagological
advice and academic expertise" (Johnson, 1990, p. 159), we do far too little to
support teachers teaching teachers within our public institutions.
An exception was the Hartford Project, a city and state sponsored
program in the early 1980's formally called the "Hartford Effective Schools
Initiative." The teachers participating in this professional development program
reported great satisfaction with the program, which was organized under two
key premises: that teaching is both an art and a science, and that teachers
are capable of directing their own learning. The teacher trainers in the project
were instructed to: 1) affirm the knowledge base of the teacher/participants;
2) model the kind of teaching they were describing; 3) use school-based
examples; 4) review previously discussed materials as related to current
learning; 5) use impromptu events as examples; 6) encourage questions;
7) convey high expectations; and 8) respond to particular concerns raised in
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the group (Neufield, 1984, p. 11). The project leader, Rob Heinler, was rated a
success because he not only demonstrated expert knowledge, but he also
modelled the behaviors he expected the teacher/participants to demonstrate
(P- 7).
It would appear that the Hartford Project was a model of effective
teacher education. It adopted so many of the techniques advocated by the
experts here cited. Note what is missing from this description is the content
base. Any content can fit into this model, but whatever is selected should not
be narrowly subject-defined if we are to follow the tenets of good teaching
established earlier. One of the central goals of the Essential Schools
movement is that the design of programs "should be shaped by the intellectual
and imaginative powers and competencies, rather than by ’subjects' as
conventionally defined" (Sizer, 1985, p. 225). No more, "don't ask me, I teach
science."
Powell, Farrar, and Cohen make an impassioned argument in The
Shopping Mall High School (1985) for teaching skill development through
teaching academic disciplines, that the study of content is a means towards a
greater goal.
Reading, writing, and reasoning are not subjects - they are
intellectual capacities. They can be taught by studying academic
disciplines, but only if the teachers possess the capacities in
good measure, if they are trying to teach those capacities rather
than to cover the material, and if the materials for study are
arranged so as to cultivate those capacities -- as opposed, say, to
the capacity to remember a few facts, or write down disjointed
bits of information.
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We do not imply that these capacities are content-free, as so
many approaches to "basic skills" seem to suggest today. But
neither are these capacities the same thing as subjects or
disciplines. In fact, the capacities we mention probably could be
better cultivated if teachers were able to range across disciplines.
Critical reading ability is as crucial to learning English as to
learning history, and clear reasoning is no more the special
province of mathematics than it is of physics or chemistry.
(p. 307)
William James wrote that "the purpose of education is to cultivate
judgment" (Cheney, 1990, p. 52). Clearly, Powell, Farrar, and Cohen concur
with James' belief in the "critical sense." Susan Moore Johnson (1990)
conducted her study of teachers at work, in part, because she was concerned
that too many students who master the basic skills still lack judgment and
cannot solve problems that demand sophisticated reasoning (intro., p. xiii).
Donald Schon emphasizes judgment in his description of the reflective
practitioner. Again we come back to the source, the teacher. How much
cultivation of judgment has been nurtured in our teachers? We can ask this
question of our most competent teachers through the storytelling of their lives.
Perhaps then we can better understand what influences the successful
teacher/learner.
At any and every step of the way in a teacher's life key learning
experiences impact her professional identity. We can improve our educational
system now if we improve the quality of our professional development, our
"teacher learning" programs. Blackman (1989) points out that "the stimulus and
support for personal-professional growth which emerges from an environment
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in which professionals regard one another as colleagues is powerful and
empowering" (p. 8).
Given the chance, teachers can learn from one another, especially if
they represent a diversity of backgrounds and experience. Given a supportive
environment, their potential as learners can be reached. Given opportunities
for intellectual stimulation and creative challenge, talented individuals will
express their artistry through the profession of teaching. Alice will follow the
White Rabbit.
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CHAPTER III
METHODOLOGY

Arguably the most quoted book in recent studies of the teaching
profession is Dan Lortie's Schoolteacher. Lortie writes, in 1975, in the tradition
established by sociologist Willard Waller four decades earlier. Both emphasize
the importance of social insight: that descriptions of the patterns, orientations,
and inclinations of teachers need to be studied in order to understand the
profession. Now, almost twenty years after Lortie, we look to the socialization
of teachers in order to help us find ways to improve the profession. We want
to know what influences contribute to teacher dedication and achievement.
We want to know how we can improve the socialization of our teachers in
order to improve the education of our children.
According to Bullough, Crow, and Knowles (1992), remarkably little
attention has been paid to the interactive nature of socialization in the study of
teaching practices. In particular, research that considers the interaction of
personal biography with preconceptions and conceptions teachers have of
their profession and of their teaching context is scant (see Zeichner and Gore,
1990; Grossman, 1990). The social phenomena that embrace the lives of
teachers should indeed be examined through real case study. This project is
an effort to conduct such an examination.
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Research Model: Case Studies

Case study research is the appropriate methodology for this pursuit. It
focuses on "discovery, insight, and understanding from the perspectives of
those being studied" and "offers the greatest promise of making significant
contributions to the knowledge base and practice of education" (Bullough, et
al., p.3). In this project, the goal is to understand what experiences, influences,
and responses in the lives of four teachers have contributed to their on-going
productive involvement in professional and personal development,
development that enhances their work in the classroom.
These four teachers have been carefully selected from a group of
twenty-five who participated in a summer institute I directed in 1990, supported
by the National Endowment for the Humanities. The institute, entitled "Myths of
Amherst: Emily Dickinson and the 19th Century New England Village," was a
four-week residential program for secondary teachers of the humanities. NEH
guidelines for such programs are rigorous: participants are expected to study
and produce scholarly work, work that can be transferred into curriculum. A
critical assumption of the project, which extended throughout the subsequent
academic year, was that "teachers who commit themselves to four weeks of
professional development activities care about the pursuit of their own learning
as well as the improvement of their professional craft" (see Appendix A).
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All participants demonstrated such a commitment, but, of course, the
nature of their participation and the products of their work varied in quality.
The four teachers selected for this study displayed a consistent pattern of
excellence throughout the course of the project. Selection criteria included the
following:
1. application essay for admission into the Institute;
2. principal's recommendation for admission to the Institute;
3. active participation in Institute discussions;
4. leadership in Institute seminars;
5. curriculum projects for the Institute;
6. presentations at follow-up sessions;
7. presentations at a Five College workshop for teachers on the
teaching of Dickinson.
Mine is a convenience sample; like Susan Johnson (Teachers at Work. 1991), I
wanted to study teachers whom I knew to be highly competent professionals. I
also wanted to study teachers who represented some range of experience.
The youngest was thirty, the oldest was fifty-six. One taught English in an
urban parochial high school; the second taught English to eighth graders in a
small, rural junior high; the third taught English through various grades in a
rural regional district; and the fourth taught special education in a suburban
high school. That all were women and white were matters of circumstance
more than choice. Only three of the twenty-five Institute participants were men,
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and only three Institute participants were non-white. Two were women from
Japan, obviously living too far away for me to study, as was the one AfricanAmerican woman, who lives in New York City. Geographical proximity was an
important "convenience" for this study, where regular contact for hours upon
hours of interviews was essential.
Of the competence of my four subjects, I had no doubt, based on my
work with them at the Institute. Highly competent teaching professionals are
dedicated both to their work and to their students. They are socialized to
believe that theirs is an honorable pursuit. They pursue learning for learning's
sake, for their own satisfaction, and for the benefit of their students. They
present themselves and their knowledge in ways that engage students and
stimulate their thinking and learning. I wanted to find out what makes four of
these competent professionals the way that they are. I tried to remain mindful
that each had her own story to tell. Any generalizations to be derived from the
analyses of all four could not overshadow the uniqueness of a single life.
Other researchers lent guidance to this project. Bullough et al. cite the
work of Herbert Blumer (Symbolic Interactionism: Perspective and Method.
1969) in their study of the emerging teacher. They follow the case histories of
six teachers during their first years of teaching, according to three premises set
forth by Blumer. Likewise in this study, the case histories of life experiences of
four teachers from childhood to the present, Blumer's premises hold validity.
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Premise One: "Human beings act toward things on the basis of
the meanings that the things have for them." These "things"
include physical objects, individual human beings, categories or
groups of human beings, institutions, guiding ideals, and activities
of others.
Premise Two: "The meaning of such things is derived from, or
arises out of, the social interactions that one has with one's
fellows." Thus meanings have a biographical origin and a history
while also being subject to change when context changes.
Premise Three: "These meanings are handled in, and modified
through, an interpretation process used by the person in dealing
with the things he encounters." Of critical importance here is the
idiosyncratic nature of human development. Categories cannot
be imposed nor conclusions supposed; the socialization of each
individual is unique.
(Bullough, et al., 1992, p. 3)
These three premises are held as the cornerstones of the research
model employed in this study. The range of "things" that might possibly have
influenced the behavior of the four teachers is limitless. It is through open
investigation that many were revealed. The meanings of these "such things"
were interpreted through biographical study, the biographies drawn from a
variety of investigative methods. The interpretation process involved the
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subjects themselves in the review and analysis of the data, for it is their data,
after all. No conclusions about the meanings of "things" have been drawn by
the investigator about any subject without "checking it out" with the subject
herself. No generalizations about the subject group have been made without
noted patterns of behavior or life development being verified by the group
itself. Finally, while conclusions cannot be drawn unequivocally for the teacher
population beyond this group, new hypotheses upon which one can act have
emerged.
Nor could I as the researcher "uncritically impose a preset cluster of
concepts and categories to give order to interactions and situations being
studied" (Bullough, et al., p. 3). Because the meanings of events and
experiences are so particularized, assumptions of impact could not be made
prior to investigation. For example, it would have been incorrect to assume
that each of these four teachers was influenced in her youth by a particularly
inspiring teacher who encouraged her to join the profession. One cannot look
to a single influential figure, an inspiring college course, or a moment of divine
revelation to explain why any or all of the four teachers have become such
consummate professionals. Any of these "things" are possible, but none are
necessary. Questions had to be open-ended; opportunities for illumination had
to be fluid.
The case study approach provided for such hypothesis-generating,
qualitative investigation. Sharan Merriam (1988) calls the case study a
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"naturalistic inquiry" that focuses on "meaning in context" (p.3). Meaning can
only be revealed and understood through context. Merriam further defines the
case study as the examination of a specific problem through a bounded
system. Four characteristics are critical elements of a qualitative case study.
The case study is:
1. particularistic - focusing on particular phenomena;
2. descriptive - the end product is a complete, literal ("thick")
description, where meaning is interpreted in terms of cultural
norms, values, and attitudes;
3. heuristic - serves to "illuminate" the reader's understanding of
the phenomena;
4. inductive - depends on inductive reasoning (generalizations,
hypotheses, and concepts may emerge).
(p. 13)
Merriam also points out key ways that a case study differs from other
research methods. The results are more concrete, more contextual, and
formulated primarily by the interpretation of the reader. Moreover, the reader
can select the population for which the findings can serve as a reference.
Other, more traditional forms of research, particularly those in the quantitative
tradition, establish criteria, reference points, and the precise population for
which the data are samples. But, as Elliot Eisner points out, "flexibility,

46

adjustment, and iterativity are three hallmarks of qualitative method" (1991, p.
170).
The case study has another distinct advantage. By its very nature it is a
story, a tale, an historical saga, even a biography. If well-written, it is a
descriptive narrative of particular power to engage as well as instruct the
reader. It is personal drama, and the reader can respond with some self¬
revelation. As Bullough, Knowles and Crow write, good stories "invite the
readers to enter into conversation and to compare their own experiences and
understanding with that described in the case study" (p.12). They add a
caution, however, should the researcher feel at all tempted toward
omnipotence as a storyteller. She cannot draw conclusions that are either too
quick or too broad. She must preserve the integrity of the subjects, respond to
changes in context that may alter meaning, and accept that interpretations will
evolve.
Mary Kennedy (1979) establishes four essential criteria for limited case
studies. First, a wide range of attributes must be studied across the sample
cases. Second, there should be many common attributes between the sample
cases and the population of interest. Third, there should be few unique
attributes in the sample cases. And fourth, the attributes studied should be
relevant.
Through both the selection of subjects and the selection of methods of
data collection, these four criteria are met in this project. Attributes of the
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general population of teachers include such "things" as life experiences during
the four phases of teacher development (pre-training, pre-service, induction,
and in-service), professional development opportunities and selection, and
professional growth. Key relevant attributes of the four subjects include their
extensive professional development history and their application of professional
development learning to their classroom settings.

Data Collection Techniques

A variety of primary and secondary data collection techniques have been
employed. The two primary modes were a series of interviews with each
subject and a written narrative submitted by each subject, this narrative guided
by a series of questions designed to prompt reflection about significant life
episodes. Secondary techniques included a background questionnaire
designed to establish a demographic data base, to gather essential "facts" of a
life history, and, through these short answer prompts, stimulate the subject to
think out her life experiences and socialization. Luke’s Learning Inventory form
was modified, again to prompt responses relating to motivation to learn and
excel. The final data gathering mode proved essential: a group meeting to
discuss the researcher's findings. Once I had recorded the personal and
professional experiences of the teachers and drawn a narrative for each, the
teachers read their own chapters in draft. Then at the group meeting, they had
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the opportunity both as individuals and as a group to comment on my
interpretations of their life stories. The teacher/subjects were thus participants
in the research, as well they should. My analysis had to be confirmed by the
subjects themselves in order to have any validity.
In this disciplined inquiry I was challenged to ask open questions and to
delay judgment. In the interviews, for example, I looked for depth, not breadth.
According to I.E. Seidman (1991), in his recent book, Interviewing as
Qualitative Research, "at the root of in-depth interviewing is an interest in
understanding the experience of other people and the meaning they make of
that experience" (p.3). Seidman reminds the researcher that interviews provide
access to the context of behavior, and help the researcher understand the
meaning of that behavior. Seidman emphasizes the following basic
assumption: that "the meaning people make of their experience affects the
way they carry out that experience" (p. 4). The challenge, therefore, is to glean
meaning from the interview.
Seidman's recommendation of a three-phase interview process was
adopted for this study. The first interview was a focused life history, lasting no
more than ninety minutes, where the interviewee could say anything she
wanted to about her life. (While open-ended, the interviewer must keep in
mind the focus of the study when posing questions and prompting follow-up.)
During the second interview, the subject was asked details of her present life
experience in relation to the topic of discussion. The third interview centered
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on what Seidman calls "reflection on the meaning," as "the intellectual and
emotional connections" between the subject's work and life are explored (p.12).
It is critical in this third interview that the interviewer guide the subject to
consider how the various factors of her life have intersected.
Critical to successful interviews is the employment of an informal,
conversational format. The aim of the interviewer is to put the person at ease.
This can happen by encouraging the specific, the concrete, and by
encouraging reminiscence (Eisner, 1991). This does not mean the absence of
a plan, however, or a set of essential questions that are asked of each subject.
The questions in this investigation were wide in range, including ones relating
to experience, opinion, values, feelings, knowledge, background, and sensory
perceptions (Merriam, 1988, p.79). The types of questions that Merriam
recommends are the "grand tour," hypothetical, devil's advocate, ideal position,
and interpretive. All had a place in this three interview sequence. Likewise, the
follow-up probe, such as "could you elaborate?" or "how does that relate to..."
was a critical element to the success of these interviews.
Teachers are shaped by their work, but also shape their work. In order
to understand the how, when I was interviewing I had to listen carefully to the
teacher's voice (Britzman, 1991, p. 1). That voice selected words, phrases,
pauses, intonations. Each interview was taped and fully transcribed, thus
enabling me to study voice carefully and repeatedly in order to glean meaning.
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The organization of this data was a complex process. Thematic
connections were identified during data review, starting with the background
questionnaire and the first interview. These themes emerged as teachers
repeated ideas, described reactions, explained behaviors. There were no
presuppositions about theme until the first pieces of data were reviewed. More
thematic connections were also identified and the original ones were altered as
new information emerged, especially through the subsequent interviews and
the guided narratives.
At the end of the information meeting I had with each subject, each was
given her "written assignment": the guided narrative. The instructions/guided
questions were few, their intent to stimulate reflection. The teachers were
given the opportunity to reconstruct their experiences according to their own
sense of judgment as to what was important in their lives. They had three
months to write as much as they wish, in a single essay, a journal format, or in
autobiographical chapters. No interviewer was sitting across from them as they
pondered and wrote, no interviewer was forcing any direction on their trains of
thought.
Personal documents can not necessarily serve as factual accounts
about actual events. What is important is what the teachers select or
emphasize, and how it is perceived by them. The writing process provides a
different outlet for self-exploration than does the interview, or certainly the set
questionnaire. The narrative account, where the teachers describe those
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events that they determine to be noteworthy or perhaps extraordinary, can
"reveal to the social scientist life as it is lived without interference of research"
(Seidman, 1991, p. 111).
A key question that the teachers were asked to write about after
completing their narratives was one suggested from the study of the research
of Bullough, et al. (1992): "Drawing on your life-history, identify a metaphor [or
metaphors] that captures the essence of yourself as a teacher." Looking at
metaphors and similes that teachers use can be a way to explain how they
understand themselves as professionals. Bullough, et al. maintain, as do other
current researchers, that "human thought is primarily metaphorical" (p.7). They
cite the work of Lakeoff and Johnson, in Metaphors We Live By (1980), who
emphasize the importance of personal metaphors to bring coherency to our
past, our present, and our hopes for the future. "A large part of self¬
understanding is the search for appropriate personal metaphors that make
sense of our lives. Self-understanding requires unending negotiation and
renegotiation of the meaning of your experiences to yourself...." (Bullough, et
al., p. 7).
However, as these authors point out, metaphors inform practice, they do
not determine it. Our metaphors change as our new experiences build on old
and alter sense of self. We must be careful not to "reify" metaphors; they are
not real entities (Patton, 1980, p. 317). Nelson Goodman regards symbols as
ways we make meaning out of actual experience. He writes that the metaphor
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is "no mere decorative rhetorical device but a way we make our terms do
multiple moonlighting service" (1978, p. 104). In other words, metaphors
transpose experience into broader meanings. The researcher must make
connections between the metaphors and practice, that is, real life.

Researcher Bias

It is critical that the researcher recognize her frame of reference, her
purpose and slant to the interviews and the other methods of data collection.
In reviewing the transcripts I selected parts of the biographies, I chose certain
quotes. The patterns of behavior and response indexed after reviewing the
mounds of text generated were put in a certain order and construct based in
part on my, the researcher's, point of view.
The prior relationship I had with the subjects also offered some
limitations that had to be acknowledged and factored into the study. I was,
after all, the Project Director of the NEH Institute, and as such the leader of
their program. In the course of four-week residential study, many bonds are
formed. Certainly I respected these women as teachers and as colleagues,
especially since I am a former teacher of the humanities. I also respected
them as individuals and, to put it simply, I liked them. However, the fact that I
viewed them as colleagues also brought strength to the study. I understand
the nature of teaching and the socialization of teachers. I could ask questions
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and respond to comments in ways that supported what these teachers were
saying because I know, by my own direct experience, what it means to be a
teacher. Since we like each other, we started from a basis of trust.
Nevertheless, I tried to remain forthright in examining my own reactions to the
data, and to reckon with any personal bias.
Subjectivity cannot be avoided; it simply must be factored into a study.
Indeed, any personal insights that I have were used in the analysis of data. My
responses, based on my own life experiences, were analyzed systematically as
data was being collected, not after (Peshkin, 1988). In the final group
sessions, I joined the other teachers in reflection. They were encouraged to
comment not only on themselves and the others, but on me. After all, "insights
about the observer's self can prove useful for understanding others who are the
subjects of sociological inquiry" (Krieger, 1985, p. 309).
Qualitative inquiry, according to Elliot Eisner, "places a high premium on
the idiosyncratic, on the exploitation of the researcher's unique strengths, rather
than on standardization and uniformity" (1991, p. 169). This researcher is a
trained teacher of teachers. I should, therefore, be able to make sense of the
issues these teacher/subjects raise. Besides aptitude, I have understanding of
context, and a compelling interest in wanting to know what motivates teachers
to do good work. I believe that certain competent teachers can be identified
and used as models for other practitioners.
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I also have a personal style that influenced what data was collected and
how it was collected as well as how it was analyzed. Style cannot be avoided
or discounted. I can take comfort in Eisner's stance that all kinds of research
are influenced by style, that style is personal, and that style is not a liability
(p. 169).

Data Analysis

The process of investigation was not be a linear one. The researcher
used the initial interview and the submission of the background data and
learning inventory form to uncover key statistical data (primarily the "where and
when" of professional development) and to glean ideas and directions for the
research from the teachers themselves. After that the research process was
recursive; the interviews and personal writing provided inter-related data. The
findings moved me back and forth, especially as I referred to the metaphors as
I reviewed transcriptions.
The use of multi-data sources provided a means of cross- checking in
the data analysis. This triangulation approach, the comparing of multiple
qualitative data sources, allowed me to compare perspectives as revealed in
different settings through different formats. Interviews were compared to
narratives, narratives to questionnaires, questionnaires to interviews. What
subjects said in solitary interview meetings was compared to what they said in
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the full group. Inconsistency was expected. It was up to me to recognize
when inconsistency occurred and understand why there were differences.
Another strategy of the analysis was that this is a cross-case approach.
Data from each subject was studied, categorized, and interpreted separately
and then compared. Common themes and patterns, if any, were identified.
Areas of difference, in beliefs and values or in responses to experiences, were
also recognized. From this inspection, I could build reasonable explanations
(Rossman, Corbett, and Firestone, 1988).
This was a process of inductive analysis, where the concepts and
categories emerged from the data and were not superimposed prior to the data
collection (Patton, 1980). Theses concepts and categories that were used to
organize the findings had to "speak sensitively to the subject's life experience
and understanding" (Bullough, et al., 1992, p. 4). It is not the researcher's role
to sit in judgment of a subject's behavior or responses. It is thus crucial that
the meaning of particular events and experiences be "checked out" by the
subjects (the teachers) themselves.
Another method of "checking things out" was through the use of a peer
debriefer. The person I selected to fill this role was Judith Glaser (and she
asked me to do the same for her). Ms. Glaser came to the task with a number
of critical skills and experiences to offer. A doctoral candidate studying adult
development, she is a former teacher. Through a variety of professional as
well as volunteer activities, she has developed superior listening and
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processing skills. Her own doctoral work is a nice complement to mine; she is
studying adult learning and how people in groups function in the work place.
Ms. Glaser and I met weekly, reviewed each others' texts, and discussed our
data collection progress and results. The examination of transcripts and other
records was conducted independently by each peer debriefer in order to
ensure maximum objectivity in the review and debriefing process. Neither of
us was persuaded of the "wisdom" of the other without verification through
examination of the documented evidence.

Transferability of Findings

To what extent can the relationships revealed in the four scenarios
studied be expected to hold true elsewhere? Mary M. Kennedy says that
single or limited case study data may confirm or disconfirm evidence, but it is
never conclusive (1979, p. 664). She suggests that it is the kind of "units"
observed rather than the number of units which is important anyway (p. 665).
In other words, the validity of the study comes from the nature of the
characteristics and conditions investigated rather than in the number of
instances for which data is collected.
Meaning cannot be separated from context. Interpretation and analysis
must acknowledge that life experience is always a powerful variable, one that
can alter meaning from case to case. This is not to suggest, however, that a
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case study can have no import beyond description of a single story. Case
study research provides information that can be used to establish patterns.
Others can review this research, particularly others who can relate to the
experiences described. Thus teachers and teacher educators can learn from
case study research into the influences on the lives of four model teachers, life¬
long learners who successfully apply their learning in their classrooms.
Their stories can evoke images, and "the creation of an image - a vivid
portrait of excellent teaching, for example -- can become a prototype that can
be used in the education of teachers or for the appraisal of teaching" (Eisner,
1991, p. 199). Qualitative writing has the capacity to generate images if it
sustains vivid descriptors as it weaves a story. And such a story can be
generalizable in ways that our own direct experiences are not. After all, we are
not defensive when we experience vicariously the lives and situations of others.
And, we can select exceptional role models to learn from when we chose the
subjects of our narratives (Robert Donmoyer in Eisner and Peshkin, 1990, p.
193).
The external validity of this research, that is, the extent to which the
findings can be applied elsewhere, will be up to the readers to determine and
test out. In his book Embracing Contraries. Peter Elbow (1986) quotes George
Miller's "Thirteen Maxims for the Mind":
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In order to understand what another person is saying, you must
assume it is true and try to imagine what it might be true of.
(P- 254)
It is the hope of this researcher that readers will not only find some truth in
these findings, but also recognize ways to embrace these truths in order to
improve the lifelong training of our teachers.
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CHAPTER IV
LYDIA: THE FIRST CASE STUDY

She called herself Lydia Sigourney, after the nineteenth century
American poet. At the beginning of each of the first interviews, I asked each
teacher to select a pseudonym. "Lydia" took little hesitation before selecting a
favorite poet from the Dickinson Institute studies. She is thirty-one years old,
and thus her teaching career is relatively brief. Yet, at the Institute, Lydia had
presented herself as a teacher with such depth of perception that I knew she
was worthy of study.
Lydia entered the teaching profession five years ago because she
"needed work." She was completing a masters of arts degree in English and
"thought teaching would be one thing I was qualified to do." She found out
that, not only was she qualified, she was challenged and gratified by the work.
Lydia "had planned to teach, but as a professor of English" after earning a
doctorate. But "reality changed those plans (thank the higher powers) and I
ended up in high school."
Married in 1989, Lydia recently gave birth to her first child. During this
time on leave from her teaching position, Lydia says that she realizes more
clearly than ever how much she "loves teaching kids."
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Childhood

Lydia was born in St. Paul, Minnesota, the second of four children. Her
parents had been married while her mother was in high school, and her
mother's graduation from night school nearly coincided with the birth of her first
child. Lydia's childhood years were dominated by the family's struggle to stay
together. When Lydia was in the second grade, they moved to Salt Lake City,
Utah, a "last ditch effort," Lydia believes, on her parents' part, to save their
marriage.
Lydia's father was an alcoholic, and her mother hoped that a change of
scenery and a new job would help him reform. It didn't, and the fighting
between them escalated. The children were the victims, certainly, of emotional
and, at least for Lydia's brother, some physical abuse. When Lydia was in the
third grade, her parents divorced. At that point, tensions didn't ease, but only
shifted.
After Lydia's father left, he entered an AA residential treatment facility.
Her mother tried to support herself and the four children by working evenings
in an ice cream parlor/restaurant. She filed for bankruptcy, although Lydia
didn't know that was what it was at the time.
They had to have their car repossessed. Sears came and took
the curtains they got. People were just like coming to our house
and taking stuff. It was just wild. And at the time I wasn't quite
sure if we were selling stuff because we were moving. But now
I've known talking to my mom that it was all getting repossessed.
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The family then moved back to Minnesota, where her mother had friends to
give her support as she faced in earnest the task of raising, and supporting,
four children on her own.
She got a job and we moved into an apartment. So there was
my mother in a two bedroom apartment with four kids. She
bought a used pull-out couch which was her bed every night.
Two boys in one room, two girls in one room. Just a tiny tiny
apartment. And we'd gone from this huge house. I just think
about those days, how awful it must have been for my mother.
And not realizing it because I was a kid who like didn't understand
why were were, you know.
Lydia's memories of being poor are vivid. Not wanting to go to the
grocery store and face the humiliation of presenting food stamps for
purchases. Being ridiculed by the kids at school for the way she dressed. A
lifetime aversion to having Hamburger Helper or eggs for dinner. Recalling
getting in the shower and having no soap and knowing that there would be no
soap until Saturday.
Eventually, Lydia's mother moved the children to Ohio. Lydia's father
was unreliable with his support payments, even after he had secured a
comfortable job, had remarried, and fathered other children. By this time,
Lydia's mother was working days to earn enough to support the family.
And when I think about it my little brother was so little. He was in
first grade and nobody watched us. We all took the bus by
ourselves in the morning. I remember having spaghetti's for
breakfast because I thought it was the best stuff. I don't know
what my sister and brother were doing. I have no memory of
them at all. I don't know how they got to school or anything.
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Especially in her adolescence, Lydia felt angry and ashamed about her
home situation, the sub-standard housing, the absence of any luxuries. She
rarely saw her father, and eventually had to face that this man she held out
hope for as a shining knight would never take her away from a home where on
Christmas morning a gift of charity was found under the tree marked "Girl,
age 12."
It was not a family setting, as Lydia describes it, where the members
pulled together and sustained each other through the sentimental acts of
devotion found in some popular novels. The pain for each individual was too
great. Lydia most vividly describes her mother and herself. They clashed time
after time, both trapped in a life that was less than they wanted.
I look much more like my mother, and I think she saw herself in
me. I remember her coming home from that factory one time and
saying to me, she was just tired and her hands were all swollen.
Like we were all standing around and she came right to me.
She's like, "You would never do this for your children." And I
looked at her and I laughed. I said "You're right. I never would."
And I just walked away from her.
I just, I really, I think back on it and she must have been so close
to the edge so often, because four kids, we never helped out.
We didn't have chores. We didn't, you know I think about it now.
We should have had chores. But we weren't given chores and it
didn't occur to us to help out. Or we were just so selfish or
something. I don't know. So that's the kind of relationship I had
with my mother from then on. It was really antagonistic. We did
not get along.
Her mother held a variety of jobs, all of them drudgery, and one of them,
in a factory making shocks, physically debilitating and painful. She never
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made time for herself; she may have been the "martyr" in the words of her exhusband, but she was also the devoted and responsible parent.
What Lydia's mother did make time for was to take her children to the
library once a week. They were allowed to take out as many books as they
wanted. "I was in heaven," Lydia writes in her personal narrative. "Shelves and
shelves of possibility awaited me and I would relish in choosing my books.
Almost always I selected more than was possible to read in one week, but I
feared completing all my reading before the next visit." Lydia can remember
when she first learned to read, "the moment I figured out words." In an
interview she recalled when her second grade teacher brought in animal
pictures and "all of a sudden I understood these words were about that animal.
And it was just, it was an amazing thing to me, and I remember thinking this is
the greatest thing. I can read these words. I know this is a giraffe and all this
information is about giraffes."
The earliest memory Lydia has of a favorite book is the novel, Sara
Crew. Lydia writes, "This little orphan girl was rescued when her rich,
previously amnesiac father found her living a life of desolation. I identified with
the desperation and poverty of Sara's life to the point where I still think of her
sometimes when I pass a bakery. (She [Sara] would press her nose to the
glass longing for bread.)"
In adolescence, Lydia found many avenues for success on her own,
away from the despair of home. Her love of performing, obvious to her family
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from her early childhood on, emerged in her participation on the drill team and
in the drama club. The drill team, Lydia writes, taught her "a lot not only about
leadership, but perseverance and commitment. It had little to do with shaking
pompoms and everything to do with mastering complicated routines, keeping
physically fit and supervising seven other girls."
Solitary play in childhood included locking herself in the bathroom to
rehearse dramatic scenes or practice Academy Award acceptance speeches.
Lydia braved the audition scene in high school and won "the exciting role of
silent juror in an all-school play." Lydia's narrative continues, "What made the
difference for me was meeting the infamous 'Mrs. A.' After the completion of the
play, she pulled me aside and asked me why I wasn't in her speech and
dramatics program." Lydia signed up immediately. Her particular event was
Dramatic Interpretation, and she place second in the state during her senior
year, one place short of national qualification. Besides competitions, she was
involved in all school productions as well as some outside of school.
Lydia calls Mrs. A. "perhaps the most powerful influence in my life before
college." It was Mrs. A. who believed in Lydia, supported her, told her she was
talented, and "made me feel special." At the same time, "she was tough as
nails and deserved her reputation as a 'take-no-prisoners' teacher, but that only
increased my respect for her. Here was a woman who would tell me straight
when I had messed up, which meant she was sincere when she told me I was
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doing something well." Lydia and Mrs. A. remain in contact and "she continues
to influence my life."
Another teacher along the way had taken the time to care for Lydia and
give her hope. Lydia moved to Ohio from Minnesota for the last three weeks of
fifth grade. She was in Ohio long enough to be teased at recess and targeted
by a gang of girls. But, she was invited to be a safety patrol guard and thus
an important member of Mr. Schaum's sixth grade class. The patrol guards
trained together during the last week of the summer, so Lydia had an
opportunity to make friends before the school year started. Mr. Schaum
provided Lydia with a secure setting. Then he gave her confidence. On one
assignment he asked the class to write down what they wanted to be when
they grew up. "Can we be anything?" someone asked. Lydia had never
thought this possible, but now she did. "Wow...I wrote that I would like to be a
chiropractor or a supreme court judge. Obviously I've become neither, but I'll
never forget believing him when he said we could be anything we wanted."
Yet school-based support wasn't always there for Lydia. She, in fact,
looks back on her high school guidance counselor as more of an adversary
than a counselor. When Lydia took a trip to Florida with a friend, the counselor
not only insisted that the absence be considered unexcused, he also insisted
that Lydia be kicked out of National Honor Society for conduct dishonorable.
But Lydia took his disdain as a challenge, that by "riding" her he motivated her
to succeed, to prove him wrong.
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The honors English teacher motivated Lydia in a similar way, by
suggesting to her that she couldn't cut it as an honors student. She proved
him wrong, achieving all "A's."
And so he finally let me in, but he didn't want me in there. And he
rode me at first, but it motivated me. It really motivated me...And
by the end he even said to me himself, "You know,I didn't think
you would make it but you did. You should have been in honors
all through high school.
Lydia continued, "So I felt really good that I stuck up to them and had gotten to
take that class. But," she added, "I had no plans after high school."
No one at home or school helped her to make choices about college;
the counselor was unwilling to and her mother unable to give advice.
I really never got any counseling about a college or anything like
that. In fact, all my friends were talking about this thing called the
SAT and I did not know what they were talking about.
On her own Lydia found out enough about the SAT's to take them. When her
counselor received Lydia's SAT scores, he called her into his office and said,
"Well, I guess you'd better think about college. I had no idea you could get
these scores." But "he didn't explain the scores" to Lydia. Instead he directed
her to a filing cabinet saying, "See that file cabinet over there. Anything you
want to know about college is in there." Lydia spent study breaks reviewing
the materials and remembers being "just overwhelmed."
Catalogs, places I'd never --1 just didn't know what to do, whether
to or where to go to college. So all my friends senior year were
like applying to colleges. I just, I didn't, I had no confidence.
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While others were purchasing their college-emblemed shirts to wear on
t-shirt day, Lydia "finally had a plan" when she was offered a modelling
contract. Lydia was to do this modelling work overseas, until, that is, the
agency lost the contract. "Then I saw this postcard one day about Boston
University having a summer theater institute. So I sent that away, filled out the
application, and got accepted to that for summer."
She was on her own.

Teacher Education

Lydia wasn't planning to become a school teacher when she went to
college, although she was encouraged by many along the way to pursue the
profession. After her summer theater work in Boston, she enrolled at the
University of Massachusetts, the Boston campus. Here her main, indeed
overwhelming, devotion and commitment was to her development as a
Christian lay missionary. Lydia had joined the Church of Christ in Boston to
find a support system in what she thought would be the familiar surroundings
of the church organization that had always been supportive to her family at
home. But this church was different. The Boston Church of Christ has since
gained notoriety for its controversial stance on preaching, or some say ,
brainwashing into conversion. Lydia was "deeply committed" to her
Christianity, attending church services on Wednesday and Friday evenings and
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twice on Sunday, as well as leading "Bible Talks," discussion groups, "whose
objective it was to convert the lost," the one for college students on Tuesdays
and the one for teenagers on Thursdays.
Lydia worked in the teen and college ministry, a full-time job outside of
her college studies. All of her associations, as dictated by the Boston Church
of Christ, were divided into two groups: fellow Christians, who belonged to the
Boston Church, and prospective converts. Her "discipler," a man named
"Louis," was Lydia’s most powerful influence during this time. But his was an
influence that nearly destroyed her. Louis was a master of mind control, and
he systematically whittled away all of Lydia’s sense of self. She was an
instrument of God's work as Louis and the church defined it.
Those who come out on the other side of that kind of experience in
sound emotional as well as intellectual and physical health have quite a story
to tell. Lydia's story is as dramatic and traumatic as any: how she fell in love
with the "wrong" man, a Black man in missionary work like herself; how they
were each separately interrogated and ordered to reject the other; how she
then questioned the "wisdom" of the church and was emotionally banished
from the congregation and condemned to hell. Today Lydia is able to look
back at those experiences and at the man who stood at their center, having
internalized it all without forgetting the pain yet with a sense of appreciation for
all that they and he have meant to her.
This was a man [Louis] who drove me to the brink of madness
and suicide, while at the same time the man I must credit with
69

most of the strengths I possess. How can I ever begin to explain
the dynamic of a man who in his attempt to make me my finest
for Christ destroyed any self-esteem I’d garnered in my life? He
taught me to be so accountable for my time that I still cannot sit
and enjoy a television show without feeling that I'm wasting
precious time. I always feel that I could be doing more, should've
done it earlier, and certainly could've done a better job. Every
night he would call me and question me sometimes for hours
about my day. No matter how tight and productive my schedule
had been, he'd "teach " me how I could've done better.
I remember thanking God for sending me someone willing to
"speak the truth in love" -- even if it hurt. I remember being
completely devastated when he said, "You are as spineless as a
jelly fish; you have no backbone," but praising God at the same
time for allowing me to work with someone willing to help me
develop a spine. He would tell me that I was "prideful and
unsubmissive" and then he would have meetings where people
would "break my prideful spirit" by sharing examples of my
haughtiness. The duality of these messages is with me to this
day. The negative result is that I cannot feel complete satisfaction
with anything I do. The positive result is that I do tend to get a lot
done.
Lydia had given up acting for the church.
The last acting I did was right before I converted. And I knew it
was it. And because I was missing Wednesday and Friday
church services because of rehearsal. And so there was no way
to do it. And it was always a thorn. Like that was my cross to
bear, how much I missed theater.
When the play Sweeney Todd came to Boston, Lydia was "devastated" after
seeing it, because she realized how much she wanted to do the impossible,
perform. It would take too much time away from worship. But her "sisters in
the Lord" helped her through the struggle and she lived with an acceptance of
her sacrifice.
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It wasn't until Lydia left the congregation that she began to really face the
cost of her involvement. Condemnation from the church leaders came as a
result of Lydia's attraction to this Black man also in training in lay ministry. As
each was interrogated about their relationship, they were reminded how the
sins of the flesh interfere with the work of the Lord. Each was instructed to
think of the other as dead, non-existent. When Lydia questioned this judgment
she was told she was unsubmissive to God, and that she could easily cause
any of her converts to stumble in their faith. In desperation and despair, Lydia
called her mother and asked for money for a plane ticket back to Ohio. Lydia's
mother did not question her daughter's motives; she only knew the need was
great and she responded.
In Ohio, Lydia not only completed the necessary credits to graduate
from college while holding down a job managing a bed and breakfast; she
also began the process of recovery, on her own and with the help of therapy.
Lydia more than overcame this trauma; she faced it, embraced it, and found a
way to live with haunting memories. In the five years since Boston, Lydia has
completed a master's degree in English, pursued further graduate work towards
teacher certification, secured a position teaching high school English, and is
now working on a doctoral degree.
While the pain is far from gone, Lydia has an extraordinary capacity to
understand the good as well as the bad that has resulted from this experience.
It certainly was not easy to talk or write about. We spent a good deal of time
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during all three interviews talking about Louis and the church, as Lydia often
spoke with halting emotion. In her narrative she wrote about the difficulty of
putting this part of her life into words, "not only because of the pain and
devastation that has resulted in my life, but because my words are as Vygotsky
would say 'just a microcosm of [my] unconsciousness.' She continued:
How can I ever relay in words what took place over the four years
I was "taught" by this man? At the same time, the six years I
spent in the church were the most formative in making me a
teacher. I taught group Bible studies, worked individually with
people, and spoke at seminars around the country.
Organizationally, I was responsible (under Louis's tutelage of
course) for the entire teen ministry, as well as the UMass college
ministry. An incredible amount was asked of me and I learned
skills that have proven invaluable in my academic teaching.
The Bible was her text, and Louis her preceptor. He challenged her
thinking and encouraged her inquiry. "What can you say that is original?" he
would ask, or "What's the key word in that verse?" If Lydia centered a whole
study on a word like "forgiveness," Louis would have her track that word
through the different chapters, from Genesis to Revelation. When Lydia turned
to the study of other literature, she used these same processes to find
connections. "I don't just teach the text. I make a connection."
I think I was schooled in the Bible in seeking insight and
connection. I found it between the scriptures and then things I'd
read. And then putting together lessons for Bible studies is how I
was effective when I got to school. It's the same thing but easier
because, you know, I didn't find Hemingway as difficult as the
Bible. So it was easier to find insights.
The Bible was Lydia's first anthology.
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Yet as powerful as Louis was during those college years, he was not
Lydia's only influential teacher. Her academic advisor and mentor was a
renowned teacher, Lois Rudnick. In part because of her love of theatrics,
Rudnick was both highly regarded and immensely popular. For example,
during the study of Ihe Great Gatsbv. Rudnick had students come dressed in
character and then had the rest of the class ask them questions. The class
often worked with primary materials as they probed the life and times within
novels. Lydia enjoyed the opportunities, it will come as no surprise, to engage
in theater within the classroom. She wrote, "Having been touched with a bit of
the 'show off,' I relished these times to 'shine.'"
Rudnick recognized Lydia's enormous potential as a teacher, and began
urging her to take up the profession. "After presentations she'd always say,
'You have to go into teaching.'" The two women also became friends, and to
this day the relationship with Lois Rudnick is a vital one. Rudnick not only
taught Lydia about content, she taught her how to teach. When Lydia finally
decided to take up the profession, after resisting Rudnick's early urgings, she
says she consciously tried to do things the way Rudnick did them. She knew
that it wasn't just content she learned from that professor, it was effective
teaching. Lydia remembers comparing others to Rudnick later on, and noting
when they just weren't as good.
Another teacher who exerted a great deal of influence over Lydia during
her undergraduate years was her writing professor, Ann Bertoff.
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She was amazing about writing. And she was the hardest writing
teacher I had until I got to graduate school. And she would take
your paper, put it on the overhead. It was in an honors writing
course. And she'd go line by line through it. And I've never had
anybody take that kind of time and care with my work.
Bertoff insisted on the same effort from her students that she gave to them. It
was work, it was fun, it was "adventure." Lydia selected Bertoff as the subject
of an essay for her graduate school application and referred to her as "the
Olympic coach of writing." Now Lydia focuses on the writing process in her
own teaching and has designed a program for struggling writers at her high
school. The influence of Bertoff, who worked students until the results were
"amazing" is apparent.
There is a common strand of influence when studying these three
influential figures during Lydia's college days. Each demanded rigor and each
challenged Lydia's critical thinking. One, Lois Rudnick, nurtured both Lydia's
intellect and her spirit, calling herself Lydia's "Jewish mama." Another, the
infamous "Louis," stretched Lydia intellectually but was willing to sacrifice her
spirit. That Lydia survived is a credit to her indomitable will and ultimate belief
in herself.
That she survived also has to do with Lydia's belief that she had a
mission or purpose to fulfill. That belief probably also contributed to her
gullibility, her willingness to be vulnerable to church pressures. She was
always being determined to give her best, fully submerge herself in an activity,
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looking perhaps for that mission in life, even, for example, when it came to
acting in high school plays.
When I was doing speech and dramatics I was completely
consumed with it. You know, that same kind of hundred percent,
hundred twenty percent. Just every aspect of my being, I would
throw myself into it. And I’d fill my life with it and that was what
would define the meaning of my life, was not just the involvement
in it but the fulfillment I would get out of it. And the work was
rewarding.
From that first moment of teaching a class, a Bible class it was, Lydia
was "transported," by the act of doing the teaching. "It gives my life meaning.
So it's a huge motivation, the fact that it helps define for me, it gives me some
reason and purpose for why I'm here."
Lydia said, "...to me it's teaching inspiration, which was what the church
was about. For the purpose of conversion and saving their lives. But I think of
literature as learning about life..." Lydia doubts she would be the teacher she
is today if it weren't for the church. It was there that she learned "inspiration."

Induction

While "hooked" on "inspiration" and the power to persuade, Lydia
remained reluctant to pursue teaching as a profession. Her perception of
teachers from childhood on was that they were not respected professionals,
and Lydia wanted that kind of respect from her work. Elementary or secondary
school teaching, then, was simply unacceptable to her until she faced that
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pragmatic need to get a job. With an M.A. in English, a job in teaching made
sense. She writes, "I'm a firm believer in fate and believe that the powers that
be used my pragmatism to answer a call I'd been deaf to hearing for years.
When I think back I've been a teacher for a long time, it's only been in the past
four years that I've been paid for it and given the official title."
While Lydia has found teaching to be enormously rewarding, her
induction into the profession has been less than smooth, her support from
peers and supervisors, at best, dismal. Lydia has been teaching these past
four years at an urban parochial high school. She had no prior training in
teaching strategies, adolescent psychology, or in classroom management. Nor
did the professional staff or administration offer any to her. Instead, in her first
year she was assigned to "team" with a teacher who had "looted" Lydia's
classroom of supplies and did nothing to help her find materials or organize for
instruction. Only Lydia's husband gave her support during that first year. He
listened to her woes, reassured her, and encouraged her.
And Lydia took actions to make the situation better. She began course
work toward certification, "and I was like a sponge. I would literally learn
something on a Monday night and it would change my whole week." A
particular influence on her that first year was the work of Nancy Atwell, her
book In the Middle. Lydia knew, for example, that she would have her
remedial students for a second year, and so asked them each to bring in to
school a stamped self-addressed envelope. To the amazement of those
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students, Lydia wrote to each one over the summer, told them that the
workbooks they had used and had hated would not be used again. Instead
she set up a new system of notebooks and designed a writing workshop
program for them. The students thus began to trust that she was invested in
them and in their learning.
"Donnie" is one of the students Lydia remembers best from that group.
The first year I had this one kid, Donnie. And he would take an F
on a vocabulary section because I had asked him to use ten
vocabulary words and write a paragraph using all ten of the
vocabulary words, 'cause I think I remember doing that in high
school. The second year I had them write about like the toughest
thing they had to do or something like that. And he wrote like a
four page story about his job as an oven guy in a pizza parlor,
and read it to the class. And this is the kid who took an F on an
assignment and sat in the back of the room and wouldn't even
read his paragraph. But because it was his writing and it was his
story and we did two positive feedbacks on everyone's story.
Donnie helped Lydia learn the importance of, first, paying attention to who the
students are and responding to them with appropriate and supportive
feedback.
While Lydia views her second year of teaching as "really good" and her
third and fourth "just built on that," still, support from colleagues is missing.
She wrote, "I found out that the department was an unsafe place." Episodes
that Lydia described are fraught with stress, brought on, it would appear by an
attitude on the staff (at least in the English department) of jealousy and
competition rather than of collegial support and shared learning. Lydia's
department head has harassed her, challenged her, doubted her, demanded of
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her, and never uttered a word of support. As illustration, Lydia described an
episode that occurred during her first year of teaching.
I asked my department head how far I was supposed to go [in
my level one American literature class]. She gave me this huge
anthology and three novels and said, "Go to it." And I said, "Do
you get through it?" and she said, "You should try."
So I sat down and made a master plan how to get through it.
And at first the kids complained that we were going too fast.
What would happen was we could blow through stuff they hated.
You know, we just really moved on. And they came up to the
level. I was really surprised.
So one morning my department head came in, closed my door
and said, "How can you be on the Romantics? I never get to the
Romantics until February. You're pushing these kids too hard.
You're only used to college kids." I said, "Well, people are doing
well." And she said, "Well, you must not be covering the material
completely."
She opened up my textbook and she's like, "Did you read Ann
Bradstreet to them?" I said, "Yes, we did." She said, "How many
days did you spend on Ann Bradstreet?" I said, "Well, it's only
one poem. We spent a day on it." And she said, "And you
reviewed all these questions with them?" The study questions at
the end of the chapter. And I said, "Well, I assigned them but I
do not base my lectures on the study questions." She said, "Well
then, that's the problem. That's why you're going too fast. What if
some poor child doesn't know how to answer number three and
they're afraid to ask you in class?" I said, "My lectures always
answer the questions. But I don't simply say, 'What's the answer to
number one?'" And then she said, "But then you can't be giving
writing assignments." And thank God I had just gotten back a
typed writing assignment, so I pulled those out.
I was just trying to stay calm. But she was trying to nail me on
something. And she was like, "Well, have you given any tests?"
So the long and short of it was by the end of the day on the desk
she wanted a copy of all the writing assignments I'd given. This is
like three months worth.

78

So I thank God I had those syllabuses. So I pulled those out and
I highlighted in yellow all the writing assignments, and pink was
tests or something like that. I handed it to her and I walked out
and I was never coming back. I went home and sobbed and
sobbed and sobbed.
Lydia's department head "rode me the whole year." She even took credit
for some of Lydia's accomplishments. Likewise, colleagues in the department
offered no help, only resistance. When she made efforts to include more
women writers in the syllabus, they opposed it. Now that Lydia has a
demonstrated track record at the school and has earned the appreciation of
her students as well as of the headmaster, however, the department head has
backed off a bit, but still has taken on the role of saboteur, not supporter.
What she learned about teaching, how she learned to create a positive
learning environment, Lydia learned on her own through practice and
coursework. In one instance she adopted a strategy talked about by another
teacher in one of her courses. Lydia had a sophomore class that wasn't going
well, where the atmosphere was not harmonious and the static was interfering
with learning. She sat down with the students, stated that the class was not
working well, and decided with them how to make the situation better. What
ultimately resulted they called a Contract for a Peaceful Classroom. While this
may be a well-publicized strategy in educational literature, its success depends
on the ability of the teacher to truly listen to students and respond with
consistency, clarity, and leadership. In Lydia's classroom, a contract works.
The principal got wind of the peace contract and asked me to
distribute copies to the faculty. After that I would have teachers
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come up to me, like this math teacher came up and told me that
that contract saved his life. That some of the kids that were
giving him hell problems were in my class. They knew about the
contract and they were all excited about it 'cause they'd help write
it. He didn't really get the point. He probably should have sat
down with them and developed his own. But like at the same
time I wasn't hearing that there was this little coalition of people
that resented the hell out of the fact that, you know, I'd been
asked to distribute this contract.
Unfortunately Lydia has paid a dear price for her success with some of
her colleagues. She has suffered consequences for serving as the advisor for
an award-winning yearbook. To carry on her duties as advisor, she has a
guaranteed free period each day. As a result, Lydia does not have to cover
classes for other teachers. Criticism of this administrative decision became
criticism of her during Lydia's third year, and the issue was put on the agenda
of a department meeting where Lydia was expected to explain, or defend, her
situation. At this point the antagonism of colleagues was pushing Lydia to the
point of quitting, but the director of the school finally intervened. On the day
that Lydia found out about the department meeting, she "was just like out of
my mind."
There's a little chapel [in the school] and I just bolted in there so I
could like get my act together. And I guess he [the director]
came and found me. And I said, I was like "I gotta tell you. I
have a mortgage or I'd quit." He's like, "Then they win, they win."
And I said, "I can't, I can't believe, I can't believe this is happening
to me. They hate me because I'm doing a good, you know, I can't
- it's out of control."
One by one the director called in the group of teachers who were instigating
this furor, and said to them, "If she quits, I'll fire you."
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The intimidation didn't end, but it did become more subtle. When, for
example, Lydia was asked to conduct a staff development session on her
writing workshop program, she worked hard to present her ideas in a way that
was not imposing or dogmatic, but simply posing her strategies and
suggestions. "I kept saying, I must have said a hundred times, This is just the
way I did it' or This is the way I approached that kind or problem as it came
up.'" She wanted to create a comfortable environment for discussion, and had
provided donuts. No one talked, and no one ate a single donut. After the staff
development session, when Lydia's writing workshop program was praised by
administration, she overheard the department head take full credit for it.
That day, to hear them sit there in front of me and compliment the
program to the department head, and have the department head
tell the principal how well it is going and have her receive all the
credit for it. And this was the first meeting in the year that she'd
attended. And you know, I just sobbed in my classroom because
I felt so let down and so, you know. And even, even then I had a
lot of materials I wanted to pass on.
Lydia was perceived as a threat by teachers who, perhaps, did not
experience the same level of success that Lydia has achieved at an early stage
of her career. She has gained fame and popularity among students as an
innovative and challenging teacher. She brings theater into her classroom.
She encourages the so-called non-writer to produce. She manages the unruly
student with the spirit of cooperation. What is surprising and troubling is that
an atmosphere of oppression and negativity can so dominate a school setting.
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Lydia chooses, in spite of all the resistance she has faced, to trust that
teachers share a common commitment to their students and to their
profession.
The very people that I think were persecuting me I really think
would rally given opportunities. Part of their anger is they feel in
some way I've gotten some opportunity. And it's because when
you throw one crumb in a cave of starving people, the person
who gets the crumb is the hated person. So I think these people
have been held back and denied so much so long that they're
resentful that I'm getting anything. They don't see that I'm getting it
through hard work.
Lydia wishes for a professional environment where "opportunities are available
to everyone. But on some sort of deserving basis." It also should be an
environment where teachers are rewarded for work well done. "There should
be some sort of public recognition, maybe every month a list of people who
have tried new things is published in a faculty newsletter so people can share
information or some way of acknowledging extra effort on people's parts."
During some tough years of induction, Lydia was able to sustain a love
for teaching. She was also able to take a broad view of the profession and
recognize the need to sustain motivation among a teaching staff.

Reflection in Action

Why does Lydia continue on, striving to improve her craft and the quality
of her interactions with students when her professional environment is so
overwhelmingly discouraging?
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I think for me it's because I can't, I cannot walk into the classroom
and do the same thing year after year after year. I wish I could. A
gain, it'd be easier and the job would not be so Draconian. There
are parts of teaching that are overwhelmingly hard.
Because the way I prepare is personal and trying to find
connections. I remember a teacher saying to me "You know we're
not paid enough to do..." I was mentioning something. But to
me just to use the text and not find connections with other
aspects of life [is wrong]. [You must] bring in something else
with it. So that's why I keep going, that's why I try to keep
growing professionally.
A powerful form of making connections with students for Lydia is
through theater. She begins teaching Ihe Crucible, for example, with the
students doing vocal warm-ups. They may moan and groan, but eventually the
students begin to understand what it means to act. When students read the
parts of Elizabeth and John Proctor, other students stand behind them and
reveal what the characters are really thinking. "It teaches them sub text and
that kind of thing." Students also sketch what the play looks like. Applications
of theater are not just reserved for the genre of drama, however. Lydia dresses
up as characters, both fictional and real. Most often she is Emily Dickinson,
engaging in dialogue with students about her poetry, her life, and her muse.
Certainly Lydia is employing some of her talents to create effective
teaching episodes. She is also exposing herself, Lydia the person and the
performer, to her students. In making herself vulnerable, she not only
increases personal risk but she increases professional opportunities. Students
respond, they understand, and they relate. They, her audience, tell her when
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she's doing well and when she's lost them. Lydia can read an audience, she
recognizes when to "adjust the program," she knows how to act in reflection.
One of my favorite, favorite quotes about effective teaching, and I
can't do it verbatim, it basically says a good teacher is somebody
who can stop midstream and realize this ain't workin' and
backpedal and make it -like can read the audience. And that
maybe goes back to theater. I can tell when it's not happening.
It's almost like when you're in a play and you realize I'm not
speaking loud enough. Or I'm losing 'em and the energy level You can tell when a scene has no energy. And it's the same thing
with the lesson. I can tell when it has no energy, it's not working.
And that's usually when I drop into overdrive and I can do it. And
it's exhausting though. It's exhausting to teach that way, I think.
[But] I'm amazed at people that can teach in neutral all the time.
Her ambition to learn more, to improve her craft, to hone those
professional skills, is a driving force of Lydia's personality. With each
professional development experience she returns to the classroom with more
to give and get. She has participated in multi-cultural seminars, and
workshops on the writing process, portfolio assessment, cooperative learning,
dysfunctional families, and more over the past four years. And, of course,
Lydia participated in the NEH summer institute on "Emily Dickinson and the
19th Century New England Village."
While Lydia says she learned "tons" of content at the Institute, what she
got most out of was being around other caring and competent professionals.
"It restored me," she said, "like it called me higher." At the end of a difficult
year with her peers in the workplace, Lydia found a new set of peers and
realized that "there are teachers like me in the world. Not that I'm so amazing.

84

I mean I have my bad days and I don't do shows every day and things like that.
I don't mean to come off like Teacher of the Year or anything." We understand
what she means. Good teachers need to know and work with other good
teachers.
For Lydia an effective element of the Institute was the modelling of
instruction. Teacher/participants were not told what to do or what to think.
Sometimes Lydia indeed found it frustrating not to know exactly what was
expected of her. "And that's modelling for us when we go back to our
classroom," she later realized, "when our students say 'What do you want?
What do you want?' Well, if I tell you what I want that's what I'll get instead of
what you might give me."
Lydia says, "I teach to the class." She doesn't repeat used materials, last
year's or even last period's lesson plan. She doesn't even give the same test to
multiple sections of the same course. She gave the example of teaching Walt
Whitman. One class might have been able to grasp transcendentalism and
another might be "stuck in the metaphor of the thing." Each class learned
something different about Walt Whitman. It may mean double the work, Lydia
maintains, but "it allowed me to keep fresh with the classes."
What it also means is that Lydia values the learner as well as what is
learned. When I asked Lydia to write about what she thinks is the greatest
contribution that she makes as a teacher, she had this to say:
My inadequate answer has less to do with the content of my
teaching, and more to do with my methods. I'm not completely
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convinced this is a good thing for a teacher, but I'm just beginning
to look at these kinds of issues. So, for now, I would write that
my contribution is that I challenge students to be in the words of
Emerson, "Men (and Women) Thinking." I challenge them to not
merely parrot the words and ideas of others, but to run them
through their own screens of sensibility and equity. Does it make
sense to YOU? I also try to model this type of thinking, but it is
hard. I must always watch that I've not slipped into the
comfortable world of familiarity. Perhaps what helps me do this
well is that I am always thinking and trying to grow, personally
and professionally. English serves that growth well as a provider
of examples and inspiration, positive and negative.
Lydia simply hopes for her students what she asks of herself: an open mind, a
willingness to take risks, and a thoughtful integration of experience and
understanding.
Lydia read Louise Rosenblatt's Literature as Exploration for a graduate
course in education. Rosenblatt writes about how children bring their personal
stories to the literature they read. Then came to Lydia this realization, "And I
thought, I bring it to my profession. I absolutely bring my personal life to my
profession." For example, when Lydia finds insight in a particular passage of
Dickinson poetry, she finds it because it relates to something in her own life.
Without explaining the incident in particular, she will tell her students what the
passage means to her and why.
I'll know that in this Dickinson poem, what I'm sensing is intense
grief or separation. That could be right or wrong but based on my
life story that's what I'm getting out of it. So if I acknowledge that
what I do in my answers as a teacher are extremely personal
based on my own narrative, then I can open up a host of
possibilities for why I might be getting the answer I'm getting from
a student. And not say 'oh, that could be wrong,' but understand
that given that person's life story, that person's narrative, they
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could be reading the same Dickinson poem and be seeing
something different.
"I find the more personal I am, the more effective." Lydia used to think
that by revealing self she was violating some kind of professional code. Now
she sees that she is modelling for students "to approach literature in a more
personal way, which I think makes it valuable."

When studying Dickinson's

poem, "After great pain," Lydia tells students she first heard that poem read by
a classmate after she, Lydia, had experience great pain in Boston. Lydia's
students don't know what happened to Lydia, they just know that she was
reassured by realizing "all of a sudden there's one person in the whole world
[Dickinson] who knows how I feel...Here's why I'm so into Dickinson, because
they [the students] always want to know."
Each year Lydia has her students write an "I Am" poem at the beginning
of the course. Lydia also writes a poem. This past year her first line read, "I
am a student and a teacher." It was intentional, she told me, that she placed
"student" before "teacher."
I
I
I
I
I
I

am a student and a teacher.
wonder if my children will like me.
hear splintered cries of frustration at midnight.
see a world of people hurting.
want to suck out the meaningful marrow of life.
am a student and a teacher.

I
I
I
I

pretend sometimes I'm a little girl.
feel a warm connection to people I don't know.
touch scar tissue and recoil.
worry that the world is winding down.
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I cry when I see Donald Trump and starving
children on the same channel.
I am a student and a teacher.
I
I
I
I
I

understand everyone is different and the same.
say we need to exalt and celebrate both.
try to see the lightness in each soul.
hope my life will have made a difference.
am a student and a teacher.

Lydia has found her way, through being a student first, to being a
teacher. Rather than deny herself and her painful past, and rather than save
her theatrics for an occasional local production, she embraces what she has
learned from her own life within her teaching repertoire. Today, Lydia
celebrates teaching as her chosen profession, she writes that her greatest
strength is her "passion -- not just for teaching but for literature and for people.
I get so inspired by literature that I desperately seek the best way to access
students to such an experience." That Lydia chooses the descriptor
"desperately" is not an accident. Hers is a fervent and unyielding desire to
convey meaning and stimulate thought.
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CHAPTER V
ELIZABETH: THE SECOND CASE STUDY

"I would like to be Elizabeth Barrett Browning," she said at the beginning
of the first interview. Later we would both comment at the irony; we wondered
what compelled her to select a woman who, like herself, struggled to achieve
independence from a domineering father. This Elizabeth triumphed; she has
led a life of compassion and grace both in and out of the classroom, taking
from her life experience a sense of purpose to nurture, guide, and encourage
those around her.
I remember how impressed I was at the Dickinson Institute by the way
she talked about her students. Elizabeth spoke with both affection and
appreciation for them as people. She brought in samples of their work which
were truly remarkable: collections of their own poetry, analyses of the works of
Dickinson, artistic expressions of their interpretations of poems. Elizabeth can
stir in eighth grade students a love of poetry -- no easy feat.
Elizabeth's teaching career spans five decades. She began teaching
high school civics and English in 1956, but left the profession after two years,
due to the birth of her first child. She returned to teaching after the birth of her
seventh child and more than ten years at home, first as a substitute teacher
and soon as an American history teacher in a junior high school. When her
husband's job transferred, she stopped teaching and gave birth to her eighth
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child. But within two years Elizabeth was back teaching again. She took a
brief maternity leave when her ninth child was born, and has been teaching
ever since, for most of that time as a single mother and sole provider for her
family. Eight of Elizabeth's nine children are still living; all are college
graduates.
The decision to teach, Elizabeth wrote, is one she has never "regretted
or reconsidered." She finds her greatest rewards in "students who return to tell
me that I made a difference in their choices" and in "the opportunity to continue
to constantly learn."

Childhood

I knew from Elizabeth's written response to my initial questionnaire that
she was born in Boston in March, 1935. What I didn't realize until the first
interview was what trauma surrounded that birth. "My mother died shortly after
I was born," Elizabeth told me. "I was born in March and she was dead in
April. And she committed suicide." Both of Elizabeth's parents were Irish
immigrants, new to America. Her mother had no one to help her with her new
baby. Her father "was not unique in men. Most Irishmen were not
understanding of women's problems. Women were supposed to take care of
women. So he went about his daily life and going out with the boys...and left
her with a very colicky baby as I understand it."
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"And so she drowned herself in the reservoir in Brookline." Elizabeth’s
words were simple, and directly stated. The plain truth was thus; the impact,
enormous. A custody battle followed; Elizabeth's mother's family tried to wrest
custody from her father, as they also blamed him for her mother's death. "They
actually went into my father's home and removed anything that was my
mother's and took it, stole it from the house. And they stole me out of the baby
carriage when he had taken me for a walk one day and had left me in the
carriage outside while he went in to buy some tobacco."
Elizabeth's father retained custody and sought to keep Elizabeth away
from her mother's family as much as possible. He took a night job so that he
could care for her during the day, and hired an Irish-American woman to care
for Elizabeth at night. "There was a lot of guilt and the entire rest of his life I'm
sure was colored with guilt. I know it was colored with guilt," Elizabeth said. It
was out of obligation that her father married a second time, to a woman whose
fiance had been electrocuted while on his job. Nellie was an older woman
"and he [Elizabeth's father] did not tell her that what he basically wanted was a
housekeeper, and that he did not want more children."
r

Indeed Nellie fulfilled her part of the bargain, and if she felt deprived of
affection as wife, she gave and got affection as step-mother. Elizabeth referred
to Nellie as "my mother," and related tender reminiscences of their times
together: housekeeping, shopping, and sneaking out to movies among them.
Yet all this was shrouded in her father's jealous wrath. "He was extremely
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jealous and extremely possessive. And whenever he was around I could not
be affectionate to her, or even talk to her."
Elizabeth "lived in constant fear" of her father. He was her sole
disciplinarian (Nellie forbidden to intervene), and his code of conduct was
harsh. Yet, today, she can express some sympathy for his behavior. In her
narrative, Elizabeth wrote, "My father was THE influence at that time [her
childhood]...and later. He was a very stern, sometimes unreasonable
taskmaster, but given the fact of my mother's untimely death and
circumstances, I suspect that my father felt he had to raise a 'perfect child,' and
therefore he could allow virtually no room for error."
He expected Elizabeth to clean the house every day after school (both
he and Nellie worked). Even on Christmas morning, Elizabeth had to clean,
shaking out the rugs and mopping and dusting. This embarrassed Nellie,
while Elizabeth's father viewed it as right and proper. When her father came
home in the evenings he would "put his finger across the furniture and if it
wasn't dusted or if it wasn't dusted to his satisfaction he was not pleasant. That
was his way of controlling where I was when he wasn't there to see where I
was." He was also doing what he thought was right, Elizabeth believes, in
order to bring up a dutiful daughter who, if she did not join the convent (his
first choice for her), would remain single and live at home taking care of her
father. (This scenario left little place for Nellie, of course. It was only after
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Elizabeth left home that her father indicated any appreciation for the opinions
of his wife or demonstrated any tenderness for her.)
The forbidden subject, her real mother's death, haunted Elizabeth's
childhood. She was never told of her death; it was as if her real mother had
never existed. Until one evening when Elizabeth was ten years old. Her father
had been drinking, as he did on occasion to excess. "After my mother's death
with all the guilt and so forth, he never drank except at intervals when he would
go on, as we called them, benders." On this one unforgettable night in
Elizabeth's life, she was awakened by her father's voice, as he talked and cried
to Nellie.
And the noise awakened me, and I heard him talking about
Katherine and how he got home and there I was in the crib
screaming and there was no Katherine. And then the police
came and told him that they had found her floating in the
reservoir in Brookline. I heard this as a child in bed and never
said a word about it...I put it together and I said "this is my mother
he's talking about. This is what happened."
What did Elizabeth do with this information? "I stored it in my head and
lived with it." Nellie was so good to her that Elizabeth had never before
thought about Nellie not being her real mother. A year or two later, when
Elizabeth finally told Nellie what she knew, Nellie was "terrified." She said, "You
must never tell him you know this, never!" She didn't, until she was perhaps
sixteen or seventeen years old. Her father brought the subject up because,
Elizabeth thinks, he was "getting ready to leave my mother, Nellie." When her
father began the conversation with "I have something to tell you," she
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responded by telling him that she already knew. "You have no idea what I'm
talking about, he said. But she replied, much to his shock, "I do know. I know
that my mother committed suicide...And then I told him what happened. And
he was crushed."
Elizabeth was hysterical at the thought of her parents divorcing, at the
thought of losing Nellie. "Without her," Elizabeth said, "my life would have been
hell in many ways." Elizabeth always confided in her, never lied to her, while
she hid most of her life from her father. "She was very gentle and loving, and
came from a very good family. She was not given to scholarship, you know,
but she had a lot of other qualities that were wonderful."
Elizabeth and Nellie shared a love of movies, especially movie musicals,
if not a love of books. However, books did become a critical means of escape,
romance, and adventure to Elizabeth, who spent a great deal of time reading.
Sometimes her father read to her. "But I went to the library because, number
one, I think that was an approved thing I could do. I didn't have to argue about
it. I didn't have to beg to be able to be allowed to do that. That was fine. So I
just immersed myself in reading. And it was escape. You could get lost in a
book and not think. And since it was an approved action I didn't have to worry
about being scolded."
Her father insisted on private time with his daughter, listening to the
radio, playing checkers, or going on outings. (Nellie would go along, but she
was not permitted to talk.) While during her childhood Elizabeth's father held a
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variety of jobs, for a long time he was a private chauffeur to the owner of the
Boston Braves. Frequently Elizabeth got to spend time in the broadcasting
booth with Jim Britt, watching Warren Spahn and others. "That was fun. That
was a lot of fun." Hence Elizabeth's love of baseball to this day. But even the
fun times appear to have been weighed down by the strain. Elizabeth, like
Nellie, was held captive by that man, her father. Each reached out to the other
from a private prison. Yet Elizabeth would be the first to remind, to emphasize,
to a reader of her biography that her father lived in torment as well.
What Elizabeth is able to say clearly is that hers was an unhappy family,
an unhappy home, an unhappy childhood. She does not, however, blame her
father. She sees his struggle, understands his unhappiness. "My father had a
very difficult life in Ireland. He was one of twenty children. He was farmed out
to a farmer at a very young age. He had a lot that made him what he was...He
had a very sad life himself. So he did what he did for the reasons he thought
were good." Elizabeth is likewise able to see the power her father had over her
life. Her portraits of their conversations as well as their silences are vivid. She
paints a life of solitary despair for three people, where she, the child, was often
at the center. Her father spoke to her, never directly to Nellie, a servant more
than a wife. However, if Elizabeth was the protagonist of the drama, the power
always rested with her father. That night when she was sixteen years old,
Elizabeth showed her father that she had knowledge and he no secrets. "But,"
she says, "it wasn't a shift of power. Never. Never, till his death. With nine
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children, I always, I deferred to my father. Wouldn't smoke or drink in front of
him...One time I drank wine in front of him and it was just the look. That's not
worth it."
This father instilled in Elizabeth at an early age the importance of an
education. She attended an optional kindergarten, an arrangement he must
have made independently and then provided the transportation to enable her
to go. After that he "kept very close tabs" on her as she attended a series of
Catholic schools where she was taught by nuns. School, even a parochial
school, meant freedom for Elizabeth, who could behave in ways she was
forbidden to at home. The sisters had no idea of the consequences for
Elizabeth when they reported to her father that "she's a good student. She
does her lessons but she chatters a bit." Elizabeth reports, "I was killed for that
when he came home. And he constantly went up to them and asked how I
was doing." Now that Elizabeth is a teacher she says "I've always kept that in
mind, to try to choose my words carefully and to always stress the positive of
my students. Even if there is a problem I stress the positive, 'cause I remember
what happened to me."
One particular nun had a lasting influence on Elizabeth and on her
teaching career. The diminutive Sister Mary Nicholas performed John
Masefield's "Down to the Sea," and "I was thunderstruck," Elizabeth wrote in
her narrative, "not so much by the content, but by her presentation. The
thought clearly came to me that I, too, wanted to teach literature." Elizabeth's
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memories of that moment in a classroom are vivid. In an interview she
recalled:
She was up in the front of the room and I was over in the first row
on the right hand side, my right. And she began to go. And I
have to tell you, John Masefield means nothing to me now except
that I love the ocean, and maybe that's what got me then. But
that would not be a poem that I would go to now, except for the
meaning it has in my life. And she started and she didn't recite it.
She performed it, you know. "I must go down to the sea again."
She went through it and she totally mesmerized me. And it just
came to me. Oh, that's what I really want to do.
Elizabeth wanted to perform literature, to bring it to life for students, just like
Sister Mary Nicholas did. "A good teacher is a performer, an entertainer for the
most part," Elizabeth said. "I mean you have to capture the attention of your
students, and she caught my attention...And she loved every bit of it."
Although Elizabeth won numerous scholastic awards upon graduation
from high school, she has few memories of that time of her life from an
academic point of view besides that vivid image of Sister Mary Nicholas.
Rather, it is the social life that school provided for her that she remembers
most. Although she was not permitted to date, her father did allow her to
attend dances, under careful scrutiny. Elizabeth did have a date for her senior
prom, but she was forbidden to go out with him prior to that dance. On the
night of the prom, her father drove the couple to the event and back. Only on
awards night, after Elizabeth's name had been called several times as she
received a variety of awards did her father relent. She was allowed to go out,
unchaperoned. He gave her money to go into Boston with a group of friends.
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He named no curfew time. "I mean it was unbelievable. He was very proud...I
think he just really thought that I was a nobody. And then when I turned out to
be a somebody and got medals and awards, he was just very proud."
Perhaps she can't even tell when, but at some point in this story, maybe
when she walked up to the stage to receive those awards, Elizabeth, and not
just her father, realized that she was somebody.

Teacher Education

Elizabeth's father's statements of pride were short-lived. When she
decided to go to college to become a teacher, the message he most
consistently gave her was that she "wouldn't be able to teach," that she
"wouldn't make it." She did it anyway, entering Boston College as a member of
the first co-educational class majoring in education. Elizabeth was the only
female member of her family in her generation to go to college, while all of her
male cousins had attended Boston College. Acceptance at BC was a dream
come true for Elizabeth.
And I used to fantasize about Boston College going co-ed, and it
was just absolutely a fantasy. None of those things had
happened. And I remember going to all of my cousins'
graduations and just being so impressed with this, and thinking
this would be wonderful. And when Boston College went co-ed it
was as if a thunderclap had come out of the sky. It was almost
like I was afraid, like how could I have even thought that and then
it happened. It was as though what sort of powers did I have,
magical powers that I could wish for this and it would come true.
And he [her father] was very much in favor of that because all his
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nephews had gone there. And my cousin Jack, the oldest of all
my cousins, just said, "This is incredible. She should go!" And
he talked to my father and he convinced my father. So it was fine
for me to go there.
Although Elizabeth lived at home and commuted to a Catholic institution,
she soon demonstrated her independence of thought and spirit at Boston
College. She began as an editorial writer and columnist for the college
newspaper. The column was one she started, "From Tower to Town," a social
column about what was going on in Boston and on campus. Then she was
named co-editor, the first woman to hold the top editorial position on the
college newspaper.
Thus Elizabeth herself made the news. The first protest ever held on a
Catholic college campus was the protest Boston College men made to the
instatement of a woman editor of their newspaper. They were essentially
protesting the presence of women on campus at all. "You know, Boston
College was a male bastion." Elizabeth recalled that the College supported her
appointment,
and it caused such an interest that the Boston Globe came out to
Boston College and interviewed me and put the article on the
front page of the Globe with my picture. And my father was
furious and told me what shame I had brought on the family to
basically flaunt myself like that. And, what would the relatives
say. So there was no support for a very good accomplishment.
He was embarrassed and wanted me to feel embarrassed.
To Elizabeth's father, this publicity was notoriety; she had exceeded a woman's
proper place. But he couldn't stop her any more.
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Not that he didn't try. But after Globe incident, Elizabeth said, she "didn't
give a damn" how her father felt about her decisions. "I had gotten to the
point," she said, "where to his face I was very respectful, but inside I said,
'tough.'" Elizabeth also talked about the "rebellion" in her, the "anger" that
"came out in different ways." Who would wonder? The summer after her
freshman year, Elizabeth's father took her to Ireland. He wanted her to forget
about a boy she was dating. At first, Elizabeth wasn't going to go, but in the
end, she did. "Thank God I went," she now says. "When I came back I wrote
a series on Ireland that won a very prestigious prize in the Jesuit universities.
And it was named the best editorial series in a Catholic college newspaper."
Elizabeth's father was pleased; after all, the topic was Ireland.
She had other important influences along the way. The person who
"most inspired" her during those college years was a professor of Shakespeare,
Dr. D. In her narrative, Elizabeth wrote:
Dr. D. was dynamic, good looking, and breathed life into the
tragedies, etc. Like Sister Nicholas, he performed and held me
captive. He also made me feel very worthwhile...he was
supportive, but not overbearing...he guided, but did not push! I
became a member of his "Friday Night Scrabble Club," and we
met at his home, with his wife and daughter...it remains a lovely
memory for me.
Of several professors that Elizabeth recalled with respect and fondness, Dr. D.
stands out. Perhaps this is because he not only was a powerful teacher, but
because he also mentored her, was supportive without being overbearing,
guiding but not emphatic.
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Elizabeth also remembered a "very sad" professor whom she found
inadequate in the classroom.
[He] started the class with "What is the metaphor in this poem?
What is the simile in this? And I got up and walked out of the
class. And I said "I'm not going to that class. I can't stand it. It's
less than I learned in high school." And I went to the head of the
department, Father G., and I said "I want out of his class."
I asked Elizabeth how she got the nerve to do such an audacious thing.
She had come from such an intimidating home environment into a parochial,
male bastion boot. Her reply was simple: "I would do things outside that I
wouldn't dare do at home." My response was, "but there were very few women
who dared to." Elizabeth agreed with me, but said that she never gave it much
thought. Nevertheless, at some level she knew she was right and had a right
to say so.
Not all of Elizabeth's professors acknowledged the competence of
women and encouraged the women to participate in class. But some did, and
Elizabeth took advantage of her opportunities. She wasn't afraid to argue a
point, or even dispute church doctrine.
I was pulled out of a class at Boston College in theology because
I disputed free will and predestination and transubstantiation.
And I'll never forget. Father C. took me out and he was a good
friend of mine, became a good friend to this day. And he said,
"Elizabeth, you're bordering on heresy. You've got to stop." I said,
"But you're not answering my questions."....
He was young and he loved the first co-ed class. He just loved
having women in the College...But he warned me in theology
class. He said, "You're playing with fire." And I said "You're not
answering my questions."
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He said, "You're not listening to the answers." And I said, "I am
listening to the answers but they're not satisfying." And then we
went back to the ancient doctrine of faith. There are some things
you have to accept on faith. And that was the bottom line. And I
said to him, "I'm not accepting it well." He said, "Well, you can't go
on..." and then he did tell me that I was a danger to others if I
persisted, because I would lead them astray. You know we still
had to hold to the party line here. And if I persisted in
questioning I might get others thinking in ways that they hadn't
thought of. So I basically made a deal with the man. I said, "I
don't agree with what you say but I'm not going to give you any
trouble." So that was that. God, I wouldn't want to be responsible
for leading all the others down the garden path.
By her own testimony it is evident that Elizabeth was a thoughtful, dynamic,
and independent-minded student. She saw the classroom as a place of
inquiry, where there were no clear answers. It was also a place to speculate
and challenge.
During her senior year in college, Elizabeth shifted position from
student to practice teacher. She worked with Marie D., a high school English
teacher. Fortunately, Marie was a talented veteran, a "real pro." She was also,
as Elizabeth wrote in her narrative, "fantastic as a teacher and a person."
Elizabeth recalled her first moment of teaching. After having spent time
observing Marie she was ready to take over a class. When it was over, Marie
came right up to her and said, "You're a natural." The impact of that statement
on Elizabeth was profound. "She was probably the first adult who had ever
said to me 'you have a place in this world.'" Marie did not toss out compliments
easily, as Elizabeth knew. Marie guided her through that early teaching
experience, one that was full of the challenges new teachers always encounter.
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Marie's significant influence on the development of Elizabeth, the teacher is
summed up in Elizabeth's narrative: "Her faith, confidence, and guidance
greatly influenced the teacher that I have become. I remember her with
affection and gratitude."
By this time, Elizabeth had met her future husband, a veteran returning
to college. They were married a year after she graduated, after she had
completed a year of teaching. He was attractive, bright, dynamic. She was
very much in love with him, and content to follow the expected pattern of
engagement during college, then marriage, then children. Elizabeth's father
was not pleased; he would have preferred the spinster school teacher daughter
who could stay at home and care for him in his later years.
Instead, during her first year of teaching, Elizabeth became engaged. It
was a moment of great poignancy during our first interview when Elizabeth
described this man with whom she chose to live her life; her words were
poetic, full of pain but also resolution:
I found out later that he was a tortured soul, but I didn't know that
at the time. He was very dynamic. A lot of the things that I
thought of as fantastic and just so different, probably if I had been
less sheltered and less innocent I might have detected a tortured
soul or a tortured mind. But I didn't.
Elizabeth left her father for a tumultuous marriage and a career in teaching.
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Induction

"My first years of teaching were wonderful," Elizabeth wrote. "They were
years of high energy, lots of enthusiasm, a love for the students and the
subject, and the feeling that I was..at long last...becoming an adult in charge of
my life." During her first year, Elizabeth’s fiance was still in college. They were
married in November of her second year, and by January she was pregnant
with the first of their nine children. Although she loved her profession, it was
not difficult for Elizabeth to give it up once she was pregnant. Her dream was
the standard dream of women in the nineteen-fifties, to marry the man you
love, settle down and raise children. "I was very much in love with [him]. And
for me that was the greatest thing... I loved teaching but I really loved him
more. And I loved the idea of him more. So it was no problem to give up
teaching."
Elizabeth really went through two periods of induction. The first was
during those two years of teaching right after college. The second was when
she returned to teaching more than ten years later and after the birth of her
seventh child. "Financially we were desperate," she said. "He had been laid off
and so forth. Things were not good so I needed to teach. Also [pause] I
wanted to be out of the house." The second teaching experience was again
brief because the family moved within a short time. After they moved,
Elizabeth gave birth to her eighth child. But she had to work. Her husband
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was no longer a competent provider or an able partner. He "already was in
bad shape" when Elizabeth got pregnant with her ninth child. By then there
was absolutely no choice but to give birth to her daughter and then return to
teaching immediately.
Elizabeth recalled her first years of teaching with great fondness. Her
colleagues, particularly the male teachers, were very supportive; "they seemed
to enjoy mentoring me, and I must say they gave me lots of sage advice on
how to survive." In addition, Elizabeth found support in her roommate, another
new teacher. "We were great sounding boards for each other...she became a
good friend, and our friendship extended well beyond the teaching years."
Elizabeth's husband-to-be was also supportive, and "listened, listened, listened."
Thus Elizabeth was able to begin her teaching career happy and confident,
having been mentored by distinctive professors, told she was "a natural" by her
supervising teacher, and surrounded by the love and support of friends and
colleagues. "The first years were exciting, not without anxiety and concern, but
all in all, just the very best."
Her first year was spent teaching civics and English in a high school in a
predominately blue collar community with a preponderance of Portuguese
residents. Elizabeth commented, "I had a baptism by fire." She had started off
the year with the stern demeanor all new teachers are urged to assume. "I was
very strict and I was told by the Jesuits 'don't smile until Christmas' which I've
always remembered." She knew that as a young woman she could be a
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particular target of chides and inappropriate remarks. She was, and too often
they were uttered in Portuguese.
After her fiance began to suspect that these students were getting the
best of her, Elizabeth knew he was right. "The teaching was okay but there
was always this undercurrent. So the next time this happened I sent the boy to
the principal, and he suspended him." That weekend, Elizabeth picked up the
Boston Globe and read the headline reporting that her high school had lost its
first football game in ten years. The reason: the captain of the football team
had been suspended. "And that was the first time that I knew that George M.
was the captain of the football team, and that I indeed had been the reason
that he was suspended."
When I came back to school on Monday morning, pretty much
the majority of the school population arrived in leather jackets and
boots with spurs. And there was a strident movement to get rid
of me and the principal. The principal, to his credit, called up
every parent of every kid who was inappropriately dressed and
acting that way. Made them go home and change. Shortly after
that there was a town meeting. I had never been to a town
meeting before, being a city girl. So my roommate and I went to
the town meeting. We were sitting up in the balcony. When the
town meeting began, someone in the audience downstairs
jumped up and turned around and pointed at me and said,
"Before we do anything at all we've got to get rid of her."
At this point it became painfully obvious to Elizabeth that the most
important thing in town was football. "It didn't matter if I were a good English
teacher or not. That was not important. But that I had done this." A
colleague, the biology teacher, was very supportive of Elizabeth, and told her
that an episode like this needed to happen in order to shake up the town
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about its priorities. But the coach came into Elizabeth's classroom and swore
at her. The biology teacher had to come in to the room and throw the coach
out.
As Elizabeth so drily put it, "this was quite a beginning." But, as the year
progressed, she gained popularity with the students, even, or perhaps
especially, with George M. He was in one of the plays that Elizabeth directed
as the drama club advisor. "I had a really good year, a very very good year,"
Elizabeth said. "And George and I became good friends to the point that on
the night of graduation he came forward and gave me roses."
Unfortunately, Elizabeth only stayed in that high school for one year.
She moved on to another high school to teach English, and found that
experience also rewarding, the transition apparently not difficult. At the end of
that year, she was pregnant, left, and did not return to teaching until after her
seventh child was born.
After two consecutive positive induction year experiences, Elizabeth left
teaching for more than ten years. Financial necessity forced her return to the
profession. "I remember the night I called up to substitute because we really
needed the money and I thought well, I've got to go back." When that first
request came, Elizabeth was tempted to change her mind; it felt like such a big
step to enter a classroom again. "I was terrified, terrified." But that terror didn't
last.
"I walked into that first class and it was as if I had never left."

107

Reflection in Action

Today, after more than twenty-five years in the profession, Elizabeth is
that same exceptional teacher that she was so many years ago, dedicated at
least as much to her students as to the subject that she teaches. At every
opportunity, in writing or in interview, Elizabeth talked about her love of
literature and her love for her students. On the initial questionnaire she wrote
of why she chose the profession:
I believed, and still do, that my enthusiasm for the subject would
be infectious, and that my love of literature would inspire others
as I had been inspired. I felt I was a fair but firm disciplinarian,
and that I understood that students were people, not pitchers to
be filled.
When reflecting on her teaching career in her personal narrative, Elizabeth
struck the same theme, but emphasized her devotion to the task and the
students rather than just her enthusiasm for both.
As a teacher, I believe my greatest strength is my love for what I
do, and for whom I do it. I so want my students to find in
literature and language the "friend" I discovered...a friend who is
never too busy, is always there, a friend who becomes an
adventure and an escape...one who raises your level of
awareness...one who leads you to new worlds, new friends, new
thoughts.
In the interviews, Elizabeth often spoke of her love of books, love of
learning, and love of students. She talked about reading as important for
information, entertainment, and escape. She called books her "security
blanket," and said that she was "terrified" that some day her eyesight might be
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too poor for her to read. Elizabeth referred to herself as a "professional
student," that she "like[s] going to school." In fact, she said, "I could spend my
life in school, as long as I could pick what I wanted to take." As for her
students, throughout the interviews Elizabeth only referred to them with the
utmost respect as well as affection.
Students are kids...Sometimes I forget it but that kid is a person
and has feelings and has problems at home that maybe I've never
dreamed about. So you have to keep that constantly in front of
you, and make them feel that they can share it.
I always start my classes at the beginning of the year by telling
them that the one thing that's most important is that we respect
each other, and that we are courteous to each other. Not
necessarily agree. Not necessarily like. But respect and
courtesy. And I always tell them that I will be as respectful and
courteous to them as they are to me, and maybe even more.
And I especially want them to be considerate of each other.
That's very hard to do in junior high 'cause kids are cruel at that
age. But it's something that has to be reinforced on a daily basis.
I just do not want them laughing at mistakes that kids make. By
the end of the year they're a very changed group in my
classroom. And yet I see them outside and they're doing all the
things that I wouldn't want them to do in my class.
A moving statement of her belief in this working partnership with her
students, a partnership built on mutual respect and a goal of learning together,
is this, from her personal narrative:
I hope that if I am remembered by any of my students, it will be
as a teacher who gave her best, asked for their best, and together
they learned to love the spoken and the written word. It was a
learning experience for both student and teacher!
While Elizabeth has always been dedicated to her own learning, both for
personal betterment and for professional enhancement, attending school or
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pursuing other professional development activities was certainly difficult while
raising nine children and holding a full-time teaching job. Nevertheless,
Elizabeth did it. When first hired into her current school system over twenty
years ago, her superintendent told her that the requirement to take on-going
course work would be waived because of her previous professional experience.
But then one day he stopped her in the halls to utter an "oh, by the way," that
she was going to be held on step and not receive her increment because she
had not taken any courses since hired.

The school committee was pressuring

the superintendent, and now, in the fall of the school year, Elizabeth was
informed that she would not get the raise she needed for the following year.
She definitely needed the money. By this time, Elizabeth was a single
mother with nine children to support. And so, over two semesters and one
summer, Elizabeth took six courses. Now she was back on track, and since
then she has taken courses or participated in professional programs regularly,
including summer institutes on global studies, on Japan, as well as on Emily
Dickinson. Elizabeth speaks with modesty of these accomplishments, which
are, of course no small feat given her substantial responsibilities as well as her
devotion to her students and to her family.
Until this crisis of finding out that she was deficient in course work,
Elizabeth hadn't paid attention to her teacher contract nor was she a union
member. "I just went and did my job, and I came home and took care of my
children." At first she joined the teachers' association for protection, and was a
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"supportive but not an active member." In time, Elizabeth was asked to be on
the executive board, and now she is in her second term as association
president. She has made this enormous commitment because she believes it
to be a way to make a difference in the quality of education provided for the
children in her district.
I think it is related to my classroom experience because being
president of the Association is all about education and getting the
best you can for the students who come into our classrooms
every day. So whenever I fight or support a cause, I'm not doing
it for me or really for the faculty. It's for the kids who are coming
into that school.
A lot of the student population in [her school district] comes from
fairly deprived backgrounds. And a lot of the good things that
those kids will have come from us, come from the teachers. I
know field trips I've taken my kids on, places I've taken them,
some of them will never again be at a play or will never go to a
museum. And I want them to have that experience. So I think as
president of the Association I can make a difference for those
kids.
Elizabeth also wants to make a difference for teachers. She sees them as
"undervalued" in her town, earning "little respect from the community...So
anything I can do to advance the professionalism of teachers I do." It is an
"overwhelming" responsibility, Elizabeth recognizes, but she has assumed it
with a certain mission.
One of Elizabeth's significant accomplishments as association president
is the organization of a staff development program, "which is so much better
now than five years ago." She put together a committee of administrators and
teachers, with the teachers deciding what kind of professional program they
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wanted. Her own recent professional growth is the result of both her initiation
of this project, her attendance at various workshops, as well as her summer
activities and constant immersion in one book or another.
She seems to get so much out of whatever she does. Her participation
in the Dickinson Institute is a good example. Elizabeth reported that her
teaching of Dickinson and of poetry changed as a result of the Institute
experience. For her it marked the beginning of "a relationship with Dickinson
the person." Now Elizabeth doesn't explain the life of Dickinson before her
students read her poetry. Instead, the speculation about Dickinson's life
emerges from the poetry. If Elizabeth brings in specifics of Dickinson's life and
the context in which she lives, this information serves to enhance the poetry,
not narrow its meaning. The Institute thus provided Elizabeth with insight into
teaching practices, ones that stimulate student inquiry and creative thinking.
Whatever Elizabeth is discussing in class, she tries to find its relevance
for her students. Her students write in journals, and what they write will often
determine the direction of her curriculum. "I learn a great deal from the
students," she said. "They become very honest with me because I always write
back to them." In short, her instruction may stray from prescription, but for the
positive goal of encouraging student investment in what is being taught.
Her belief in letting herself be led off track by her students is a belief that
has evolved over her years of teaching. Elizabeth recalled being irritated while
at Boston College when students distracted professors by moving off the topic.
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But now she feels that often this is an effective teaching mode. Elizabeth has
learned to discern the manipulative digression from the sincere question.
I got tired of hearing myself say "Well, this has been interesting
but I have to finish this chapter" or "We have to finish this unit."
And I thought if they’re so interested in what we’re discussing, then
I should stay with it. And that somehow I can weave that into the
fabric of what we're doing. And it took me a long time to be able
to figure out. It was very easy for me to discern who was just
asking questions to divert me, and who was really interested. So
it was a process that I myself had to learn.
While Elizabeth regards her training as "excellent," still, much of what
she has learned she has "learned by doing." Unfortunately, hers is not a
school system that supports the teacher exchange of ideas to a significant
degree. In fact, Elizabeth feels that "the faculty with whom I now teach, and
have done so for many, many years, are not supportive in general. There is
much internecine activity exacerbated by power struggles and back room
politics. Individual teachers are supportive, but we are not...a cohesive unit."
Elizabeth plays an activist role in developing greater collegiality.
At the time of Elizabeth's interviews, her school was about to convert to a
middle school, and she had just been placed on a teaching team. Even
though this new configuration forced an alteration of her traditional and long
practiced teaching style, Elizabeth has welcomed the challenge. She was
hopeful that this new structure would result in more unity among teachers and
a more positive learning environment for her students. "I think that the best
way a kid can learn is if it is positive." It should come as no surprise that
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Elizabeth has assumed leadership in the planning and organization of training
programs that will be necessary to effect such a major school change.
Nothing is more important to Elizabeth in her role as teacher than to
"make a difference in my kids’ lives." She knows only too well that children
come to school full of complex needs, wants, and worries.
So if I can make my students feel safe and secure and if I can let
those students know that they can trust me, that I respect them,
for that short period of time, forty-two minutes when they're in my
class, I think that's very important. That doesn't say anything
about educating them, but I can't educate them, I can't teach them
anything until they can feel safe and secure and trusted. So
before I can teach them anything I want them to feel that way.
I want them to look forward to coming into my classroom
because it's a good place for them to be. Not easy. It's not
gonna be, you know, basket weaving for them. They know they
have to work and so forth. But I want them to feel safe about
being with me. And then I want to open their eyes and their ears
to anything they might not have seen before, or heard before.
Elizabeth went on to talk about "breaking the cycle." Many students in
her community struggle through "rough times" at home, and then face much of
the same at school - criticism, little or no success, and minimal positive
reinforcement. For the kids who have those kinds of problems, as well as for
the kids who don't, Elizabeth wants to create a place where they can get
excited about what they are doing and what they are learning.
A particular incident with a student a number of years ago helped
Elizabeth understand the enormous stress with which all too many of our
students live. This boy consistently came into class without having done his
homework. Elizabeth would keep him after school and ask, "Why haven't you
114

done your homework?" He had no answer for her. Eventually she found out
that
when this child went home he could only be in his house until
four o'clock in the afternoon. At four o'clock he was put outside in
a shed until the next morning. His father was newly married and
his stepmother didn't like him. So in the meantime I'm saying to
this kid, "why don't you do your homework? The assignment isn't
that difficult."
The boy finally told Elizabeth his story one day "and he broke my heart
because I'd spent a year getting after this kid." So Elizabeth tried to do
something about it. She contacted a minister, a pediatrician, and various local
agencies. She notified school officials. No one in the community, to
Elizabeth's knowledge, ever offered assistance. But from that instance on,
Elizabeth knew that she would "really have to get to know my students and to
try and get a handle on what their lives are like outside of my classroom before
I can do something for them inside the classroom."
So much of Elizabeth's reflection in action has to do with assessing her
students as people and molding and remolding an instructional program that
they can respond to positively and learn from. Her dedication, indeed, her
passion for her students so clearly stems as an antithetical reaction to her own
childhood, when she was rarely praised, and never acknowledged for her
goodness or her good work. "And so I try to encourage them in ways I was
not encouraged, I suppose." Elizabeth "never want[s] any one of them to feel
they aren't good enough, that they don't measure up."
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How critical were those years at Boston College, when Elizabeth found
support, validation, and encouragement. She spoke of some of her
professors:
Not only did they make us [the members of the first women's
class] feel welcome on the campus when others did not, but in
very personal ways they validated me because it was the first time
that people to whom I looked up said good and encouraging
things to me. And were proud of me, but again didn't push me,
[saying] "You can do it and you'll be good at it."
Elizabeth admired these people a great deal, so when they told her, "you'll be a
good teacher," she believed them, and she believed in herself.
That the professors invited Elizabeth into their homes was also a critical
element in her maturation and in her understanding of her role as teacher as
well as parent. Hers was a "simple family." At Boston College Elizabeth
discovered how music, literature, art, and discourse can be part of family life,
not things one found only outside of the home. Thus for its socialization as
well as for the academic and pedagological training, Boston College is "one of
the best things that ever happened" to Elizabeth.
She says that her teaching style did not come automatically to her, but
has been an "evolutionary process." She began with a strict sense of what her
curriculum should be, what organization to follow, and what needed to be
accomplished. She had, after all, been trained in the 1950's and in the tradition
of Catholicism. "You studied the catechism and there was no questioning.
You never questioned the authority. And in my home, too, you never
questioned authority. So I bought the party line so to speak." But she wasn't
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in teaching very long before she realized that she "wasn't dealing with data and
facts, that [she] was dealing with kids."
When, in time, Elizabeth began to question the dictums of her own
upbringing, she realized that she "had a very narrow upbringing in many ways,"
that she "wasn't encouraged to have critical thinking skills," and that she "wasn't
encouraged to be creative." Instead, she was "encouraged to be obedient and
to accept what was given to me, and I did for so long." It wasn't easy for
Elizabeth to acknowledge that she felt "cheated," but no other word seemed an
honest description to her. While it was not "deliberate," Elizabeth nevertheless
felt "cheated in her education," and she "didn't want to do that with my
students." And so she began to "develop and think about ways that I could
draw them out, rather than to have them just sit there and absorb my ideas."
The learning could then be not just valid for the students, but a joint venture
with Elizabeth. "I felt that I would learn from them so much more if I could
develop that kind of a questioning, creative environment."
Our interview process was a process of revelation for Elizabeth. When
we talked about why she teaches the way she does, Elizabeth stated more
than once, "I never thought about this before now. This particular project...has
made me realize that I brought a lot of myself into teaching." What she has
brought has made an enormous difference to her students. Her
encouragement is unwavering, her insight into who they are is sharp, and her
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efforts to stimulate their thinking is persistent. Elizabeth's teaching is fully
integrated with her life. They are, in fact, one.
People who have jobs and careers, I often see them in several
lights as that person in the job, and then as a mother and then as
a daughter or something. But with teaching, teaching has always
been who I am, what I am. It's a total thing. You don't separate
that. This is not a profession that is separate from whatever else
you are...And the wonderful thing about teaching is that it allows
you to be a professional student for the rest of your life, because
you're always learning. Then whatever you learn you somehow
bring back to the classroom and bring it back to your home. So I
think for me it's one of the most wonderful professions... because
it does color your life. Your life colors it.
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CHAPTER VI
VANESSA: THE THIRD CASE STUDY

It was with a wry smile that, when asked to choose a name, my third
teacher/subject chose "Vanessa Redgrave." She laughed at the thought of
assuming such a glamorous identity, but this "Vanessa" surely identifies with
Ms. Redgrave's image of strength of character and conviction.
"Vanessa" distinguished herself at the Dickinson Institute with her erudite
discussions of the literary accomplishments of Emily Dickinson and others,
especially the poet Sylvia Plath. But besides exhibiting notable scholarship,
Vanessa also demonstrated extraordinary stamina and dedication while
enduring the stress and strains of public education.
Vanessa has been teaching for eighteen years, beginning as an English
teacher in a junior high school, a member of a seventh grade team. After eight
years of teaching seventh and eighth graders, she moved to high school
English teaching until two years ago when, due to budget cuts and staff
reductions, she was transferred to a fifth grade classroom in her district. Today
Vanessa has returned to the high school, her first love. No matter at what level
Vanessa is teaching, however, she works to see the "lightbulb" go on in her
students, and to help them "catch the fever," and learn to "share my love and
enthusiasm for my subject matter."
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Childhood

Vanessa is the youngest of four children, born in 1949, with a brother
eight years older and twin sisters seven years older than she. "I think
'detachment' is probably one of the major words I would use to describe my
childhood," she said, a detachment in part based on this large age span
between her and her siblings. "It was almost as if my parents were raising two
families."
The age difference, however, was only one factor contributing to this
detachment. Vanessa said that hers was "a dysfunctional family. My father
was an alcoholic. My mother was an enabler. And I did a lot of observing,
and I think that's where I got a lot of that detachment." Vanessa watched how
her sisters reacted to her parents, to her brother, to each other. "I really don't
have much recall of how I reacted," she said, but just how others did. Today
she sees these "blanks" in her past as the blocking of painful experiences.
In her narrative, Vanessa defined her favorite ways of spending time as a
child and young adolescent as "in some sort of expressive/internal mode." She
apparently turned inward, in part at least, to avoid facing the pain that
surrounded her.
When I wasn't reading, I was playing the piano, singing, writing
poetry or walking. I was very definitely a "detached observer"
and, for many reasons, spent much time by myself. I didn't seem
to mind it as my books, music, writing, etc. provided a much
needed outlet for self-expression.
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In her world of fantasy Vanessa could create an ideal family for herself, one
that emerged from her books and from the families other than her own that she
observed from a distance.
Vanessa recognizes the influence of her parents, both positive and
negative, in her development as an individual with a compulsive drive to
achieve. Her parents provided her with "motivation and stimuli." Although
neither had gone to college due to financial hardships, in their youth both had
been recognized for their academic accomplishments. (Her father had won a
scholarship to become a Lutheran minister, and her mother had won a
scholarship to attend a normal school to become a teacher, but both were
unable to continue in school during the Depression.)
Thus education was always valued in Vanessa's home, and the children
encouraged to study. However, that she is "very accomplishment-oriented,
very achievement-oriented," is also a result of a traumatized family system. "I
always have to produce a product in order to feel that I have affirmation from
anyone. And that is so obviously a characteristic of an adult child of an
alcoholic," or from any dysfunctional family. There is no real satisfaction with
this kind of drive to succeed in order to be accepted. No matter how many
achievements or how many awards, Vanessa "still didn't feel that sort of inner
satisfaction that I noticed other people were getting from their achievements."
Vanessa was asking, "Like me, please," for being successful.
I thought if people couldn't accept me for what I really was, then I
would simply achieve and achieve and achieve. I knew that was
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acceptable. So all the As and the honors and the scholarships
and the whole thing.
Today she knows that the "liking" comes from inside herself, not from the
outward accomplishments. This is a lesson long in the learning, and one she
never forgets when she stands in front of a class.
Vanessa's childhood was burdened with pain and hardship beyond that
caused by her father's alcoholism. After enduring two massive cerebral
hemorrhages, Vanessa's father became permanently disabled, unable to work.
She was nine years old. Whether the hemorrhages were related to her father's
alcoholism is unknown to Vanessa to this day. ("My family dealt in secrets.")
He was a master toolmaker, an excellent craftsman, now left to sit at home,
day after day. It was Vanessa's responsibility, as the sole child left at home, to
take care of her father every day when she got home from school.
Her mother was a secretary at a local elementary school. The public
schools fascinated Vanessa; although she always was sent to a parochial
school. "My mother kept saying, kept pushing education as an avenue, as a
career." Here was this woman, unable to become a teacher as she had once
hoped, who worked in a school and encouraged her daughter to follow the
profession of her own dreams. But Vanessa made up her mind that if she did
ever become a teacher, she would not teach the way they did in her parochial
school.
"Parochial school is not a pleasant memory." Vanessa made it clear as
to why.
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The acceptance of only one answer, the right answer, whatever
that means. The corporal punishment which traumatized me
terribly. I didn't like that. I never was hit, thank God. I don't know
what I would have done if I had gotten hit. But seeing other
people hit for no reason at all, in my mind, bothered me an awful,
awful lot. I didn't like the regimentation. I didn't like the idea that
there was only one way of thinking, the Catholic way of thinking.
From about the age of eight, Vanessa started writing, and with that she started
to find an outlet for her own way of thinking. She was also realizing that
parochial school instruction got in the way of her independence of mind. By
the time she was twelve, Vanessa was getting into "my own sense of poetry."
She said, "What I was reading and my own writing just didn't jive with what they
were 'selling.' And then, that first day of my sophomore year, I don't know what
triggered it. I think it had something to do with one of the sisters thinking that I
would make a wonderful superior in that order."
What was triggered was Vanessa's decision to attend public high school.
She was "starting to make some decisions regarding my future." Becoming a
nun was not in her plans. The parochial school would not be offering any
college scholarships for which she was eligible. Vanessa needed to look
elsewhere.
And so on my high horse I walked myself down to the center of
Springfield and registered myself at Classical High School. And
they did not know where I was coming from. They made me take
a competency exam, and I blew the lid off the competency exam
to get in there (you did actually have to take an entrance exam to
get into Classical). And off I went!
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Vanessa spent the day at Classical, and then took the bus home and told her
parents. "My mother threw a conniption fit. My father applauded." One can
only speculate on the attitudes behind both parents' responses.
Evidence of both Vanessa's talent and ambition had emerged earlier.
Her first poem was published when she was twelve years old, in The
Springfield Union. Three or four days a week, Vanessa spent an hour or so
after school writing. Piano practice was another hour a day. Her mother sang
and played the piano by ear; her father sang, and played the harmonica, and
at one time, the violin. Everyone in the family was expected to read and to
pursue music. Vanessa's particular devotion to writing was certainly supported
in this environment.
At Classical High School, Vanessa's writing talents were encouraged by
her teachers, especially a creative writing teacher who "first made me realize
that there were no right or wrong answers to a logically held opinion." Vanessa
said she had "absolute, total freedom as far as to finally thinking the way I
wanted to. I had my own group of friends who were like thinkers. I really
came into my own." While at Classical, more of her work was published,
including her "piece de resistance." The Atlantic Monthly picked Vanessa as
one of their "young writers" during her senior year.
She had sent the editors her poetry.
I knew I could capture people as far as characters were
concerned in fiction. But I never knew what to do with them.
Once I had captured them I always felt that that was enough. So
to put them in plots, for some reason although I love obviously
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the literature, I myself cannot put my people in a plot. But what I
get great delight in is in capturing. I call them my poetry portraits.
I capture them in my poetry, and they're a portrait to me.
Today, Vanessa thinks she has written perhaps four hundred poems, divided,
in her mind, into three "books." By the time she's done, Vanessa will have
completed a total of five. But those poetry portraits of her youth are at the
center of her work.
Certainly much of that writing must have been derived from pain. Here
was a child constantly seeking success, and achieving notably, with high
grades, honors, awards, and even national recognition. Yet she didn't feel
accepted. As an adult, Vanessa recognizes and appreciates that her parents
had their own pain and "had to have been dysfunctional for their own sets of
reasons." She has an intensity of love for each of them which is as great as
the intensity of pain. She understands that she therefore grew up in a state of
"ambivalence." "No one can live in ambivalence," she said. "And so many
families are raising their children in ambivalence."
The constant state of her family, with her father at home day after day
unable to work and her mother earning minimum wages as a school secretary,
was difficult enough. Then, when Vanessa was seventeen, her mother died of
a brain tumor. "I wish I had known my mother longer," was Vanessa's simple
but poignant comment. "I had a passionate love for her." Vanessa described
the summer of her mother's death, the summer after Vanessa had graduated
from high school.
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She died very sadly. She died at home. I was the only one
home at the time because my sisters were married at that point
and my brother was off trying to make a career for himself. And it
was just my father and me. I took care of her that whole summer.
That was very unique. You certainly get to see a different side of
yourself. I remember...her whole death and realizing that one day
she fell off the bed and I was able to pick her up and put her
back on the bed. For some reason that's the image that stays in
my mind of that time.
The role of caretaker was one that Vanessa had assumed with her father
when she was nine years old. ("I think I've been caretaking all my life.") Then,
at the age of seventeen, she was faced with the major daily responsibility of
caring for a terminally ill cancer patient who happened to be her mother.
Mothers are supposed to be there to take care of their children. Far too much
of the responsibility and the burden was placed on the child, Vanessa. She
was going to supermarkets "trying to find the right cans of stew or soup or
something" that her mother could digest. She was urging her mother to take
fluids and keeping a record of how much she had ingested. She was nurse
and companion until the end.
If it is her place to forgive, Vanessa has done so. Her relationship today
with her elderly father is a loving and gentle one. He lives in a nursing home,
and suffers from tremendous physical disability. But, "he's sharp as a tack
mentally." When she visits the home, Vanessa and her father "spend hours
talking about when he was younger, and the German club that he belonged to,
and about various books. And he loves birds and nature like I do, so we talk
about that." They don't talk about his alcoholism and the trauma it caused
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Vanessa and the rest of the family. Vanessa sees no point in inflicting pain
today by forcing the recollection. "He's eighty-three. He's an old man and a
very sick old man. So there's no way I could hurt him."

Teacher Education

"It appears that external circumstance and location determined my
choices of colleges." Vanessa's matter-of-fact tone in responding to my initial
questionnaire hardly revealed the drama of her life story at the time of her high
school graduation. She had been accepted at Mount Holyoke College during
her senior year of high school. But, when her mother became critically ill,
Vanessa had to discard her dream of attending that prestigious institution.
"There was no way I could [attend] because I was taking care of her. My
mother didn't die until September 27th. In fact, I didn't even think I was going
to go to college that year at all."
The mother of a friend of Vanessa's took it upon herself to find a way for
Vanessa to continue with her schooling. This mother, Vanessa said, wanted to
"make sure I didn't neglect my education. And she worked out a deal with
Westfield State [College] to at least get me in a place, a four year place that I
could work and get some credits and maybe see what happened from there
on. So she was instrumental in getting me a foot in the door into college."
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Vanessa recalls being "numb" during this time in her life. "It was one
thing after another. It was almost like which tragedy do you want to feel now,
you know?" However, Vanessa is now glad that she "went through the
motions," because at Westfield she met "some very, very lovely people, and
certainly they were inspiring to me. The focus on teacher training was right
there, for sure."
Not that teaching was the area that Vanessa wanted to pursue. Her
dream was to become a writer. "Until finally I think it was almost like one of my
professors was acting like an uncle. He sat me down. He said there are very,
very few people who make a living as a writer, you know?" Vanessa needed to
think in terms of a career, a way to make money. That's when she decided to
go into education.
Vanessa believed that in becoming a teacher she could "have the best
of both worlds." She "could do my writing and also being the caretaker, could
also take care and make sure that my students did well." Taking care of
people was a way she could understand herself. Teaching also appealed to
Vanessa because in the classroom, while at Classical High School, she had felt
"the joy of performance." For performing well in a classroom, Vanessa not only
gained praise -- she was awarded scholarships. Now, the teacher Vanessa
could get recognition, "without my real intention of performing for it."
She was married her sophomore year in college to a man she still refers
to as her "sweetheart." Vanessa and her husband left for Arkansas, so that he
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could pursue a graduate program in psychology. It was "culture shock,
complete culture shock," and "an adventure." Besides taking courses at the
University, Vanessa worked in the continuing education office, in charge of
correspondence. She also devoted time to her own writing. After her husband
completed his Masters program, they moved to Florida. Vanessa pursued
course work at Stetson College and worked in a local school system, until she
and her husband moved on to Tennessee where he worked at a veterans'
hospital. Again Vanessa worked and took courses, this time at East Tennessee
State University. After her husband's position at the hospital was cut, the
couple returned to Massachusetts, him to a state hospital job and Vanessa to
Westfield State to complete her undergraduate degree.
In all the various avenues of disclosure-- the interviews, the
autobiographical narrative, the questionnaire-- Vanessa gave little credit to her
college programs or her college teachers for the development of her teaching
craft. Self-initiated learning seems far more prominent in influence and impact.
Her methods courses, for example, she found "interesting, but little beyond
that." While she "didn't find them very applicable at all to what [she] was
doing," they did, however, get her "in the mode of thinking in terms of
behavioral and affective objectives, which [she thinks] are important in
teaching."
Vanessa only specifically recalled one professor in her teacher training
program, the "Principles of Teaching" instructor. "He disciplined me in thinking

129

in terms of what precisely I wanted to have occur in the classroom at a specific
time, and with a specific population." This professor used many models, and
his students applied them to their construction of objectives when they entered
the classroom.
On the other hand, Vanessa said, "the English courses were marvelous."
Even if the professor wasn’t good, Vanessa enjoyed the material.
Anything dealing with the humanities I found interesting,
regardless of who was presenting it. As long as I had some sort
of structure and the books in front of me, I knew I could go with
it. And that's the way I looked at it. I think I still do to this day. I
think I'm pretty well-disciplined in something I like.
It is only in this recognition of the importance of discipline that Vanessa
can appreciate her teacher-training courses. She particularly values gaining an
understanding of behavioral objectives since "it's a discipline, and if you expect
your students to be disciplined, you have to be disciplined." Vanessa's
"Principles of Teaching" professor "disciplined me in thinking in terms of what
precisely I wanted to have occur in that classroom at a specific time, and with
a specific group." Once a teacher understands behavioral objectives, she can
structure her classroom in part, at least, by "projecting expectations for yourself
and for your students. That was important in my training."
However, more significant for Vanessa is her understanding of teaching
as, in her words, "an art form." "I think it's organic. It's something that evolves.
It's almost poetic at times."
So speaks the teacher/poet.

130

Induction

"I happen to be one the very few, I guess from what I've heard, very few
people who had a wonderful introduction into education." Vanessa had the
good fortune of beginning her teaching career in a middle school program
teaching English with supportive teammates and an encouraging principal.
The science teacher, "Rick R.," Vanessa wrote, "was a sensitive, empathetic,
and humorous man. He was wonderfully relaxed with his students and made
them laugh their way through learning." As for the principal, "Dick D.," Vanessa
described him as "progressive." "He, too, had a disarming sense of humor and
did not criticize an idea that didn't work; rather, he criticized no idea at all. He
was unique and certainly provided me with a marvelous beginning to teaching."
But perhaps the most influential person in those early teaching years
was "Martha R.," the math teacher on their seventh grade team. She was 'the
female equivalent of Perry Como, as far as being laid back and relaxed."
("Should have worn cardigans more frequently," Vanessa commented in an
interview.) Rick and Martha "taught me the 'art' of relaxed tension; to create a
dynamic learning environment without the stress of constant testing; to fool the
students into learning without them realizing it." Martha was especially helpful
to Vanessa; they shared a room for seven years, first as part as a four-person
team, and then as a two-person team with Martha teaching math and science
and Vanessa teaching English and social studies.
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Martha provided a "kind of very, very structured set-up within a laid-back
atmosphere that the kids responded to so positively." As a result of working
with Martha, Vanessa became "much more relaxed with the students, and also,
from observing her, able to bridge those momentary gaps that sometimes for
first-year teachers appear very awkward and feel very awkward." Also,
although their disciplines were different, Vanessa and Martha shared key
elements of style.
Both of us have, I think, a good sense of humor though along
different perspectives. I think I'm a little bit drier and she's a
slapstick funny. And that initially attracted me to her. I love
anyone with a sense of humor. And she also was very sensitive
to her students. She knew her students very well.
Vanessa taught in this team setting for the first seven years of her
career. She and her team members shared an understanding of seventh and
eighth graders, that they are "very malleable in that you can create or destroy
in those years so much." They also shared a "tremendous sense of
camaraderie."
We used to have just a marvelous time. I loved going to work,
loved it. Because you never knew what adventure would bring.
You always felt that you could experiment and not be
reprimanded in any way for trying something new. And you also
felt, like I said, that sense of camaraderie. That if you did put
yourself out on a limb, then indeed you would be met by the
team so that you wouldn't be allowed to hang by yourself. It was
a nice group of people.
Fortunately in those early years Vanessa worked for an administration
that "was really very supportive in that they were looking in terms of people
expanding themselves, the curriculum, and the children's experiences."
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Unfortunately, all that ended with budget cuts and a coincidental change in
administrative personnel. The emphasis became one of "accountability," not
creativity. "Evidently the new administration which had occurred from the top
down did believe that one must be serious" in order to be accountable, and in
order for learning to take place. The impact on Vanessa and others was to
experience the school environment as discouraging, repressive.
It became almost a, this is going to sound so dramatic. Almost
like a fascist regime, in that the new administration felt that a
divide and conquer approach was the best way of dealing with
faculty. And unfortunately what it did was it truly did divide faculty
along many lines. So the sense of camaraderie maybe existed
within a team, but it didn't exist any longer within the school. It's
never been rebuilt either.
Despite working in this negatively charged environment, Vanessa has
never lost her teaching spirit, a spirit enhanced in those early years by
stimulating and supportive colleagues. But it is a certain inner motivation, not
encouragement from the outside, that has compelled her to thrive.

Reflection in Action

After eight years in a middle level classroom, Vanessa began teaching
English at the high school level. She had finished a master's degree, with
plans to change careers altogether. A high school teaching position opened
up, however, and the choice to move there seemed prudent financially and
stimulating intellectually.
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I was thinking that high school/college teaching would be
something that would meet my own aesthetic needs. I think at
that point in time I realized that in order for me to be an effective
teacher, I also had to be as satisfied as any students. And I
wasn't getting that satisfaction out of seventh graders. Not the
type of satisfaction I needed.
The move turned out to be a good one, for just the reasons Vanessa had
anticipated. "I got a lot out of it as far as my students were concerned. I felt
that I had finally reached a group that could, at least somewhat, deal with
abstractions and understand what I was getting at with regard to various pieces
of literature or author's intent."

Yet while Vanessa "felt much more pleased,

more fulfilled personally with this level of student, simply because of that
abstraction ability," she was not as happy with her colleagues as she had
been when team teaching in the seventh and eighth grades. For the first time,
she was perceived as a threat by others. "I never had that problem before.
And I wasn't even aware of it until it was presented to me." Vanessa
challenged, indeed intimidated, the other teachers intellectually. She received
no positive feedback from her peers, although she found resounding support
from students and parents. "To this day," Vanessa said, "I would love to see
the people I worked with in the seventh and eighth grades be my soul mates in
the high school. I can't think of anything better."
The past eighteen years of teaching have certainly had ups and downs.
"Never thought I'd last," Vanessa said with a laugh. "This was something I'd do
for five years until I got into journalism, until I got published." Still, she said,
"I'm one of those really weird people who really likes teaching. I really do. And
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you're not supposed to after eighteen years. You're supposed to be burned
out. But then again how can I get burned out when I've been here and there?"
At this point in the interview, Vanessa laughed again. Call it an accident
of fate, but Vanessa's extensive certification, as a classroom teacher grades
kindergarten through twelve, has left her vulnerable to a variety of teaching
assignments. The most dramatic switch was the move from twelfth grade
English to fifth grade, as a result of severe budget cuts and teacher layoffs.
Vanessa's sense of humor kicked in when she spoke philosophically of her
adjustment.
I should think they would be treating me with more respect. Why
don't they have a job for me that's gonna be consistent? Why do
they keep bouncing me around? But it's not their fault. It's not
that they're doing it to me. It happens that I have this certification
in K through 12, and they have lots of budget cuts and needs.
I was really going to be kind of resistive to it. And then it dawned
on me. I thought to myself well, that would be silly. Because if
anything else I'm actually having fun moving from one grade to
another. Because it keeps me on my toes. And it's a learning
experience for me and it's really fun. So I don't feel like I'm
certainly in any groove, or rut.
Even in her worst moments of discouragement, teaching fifth grade after
deciding that high school was where she needed to be to meet her own
needs, Vanessa sustained her level of professional integrity and competence.
She knew she was an "easily placed pawn," and that the placement had
caused in her "an existential crisis." But "professionally I've always felt that the
children are not responsible for the stupid acts of adults." The children "could
not be held liable for this placement, and therefore there was no way I was
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going to jeopardize their education because of someone's stupidity. So I think
I did a good job with the little guys. They're awfully cute."
The move to fifth grade meant a dramatic shift in content and in
instructional strategies. Vanessa "asked for training, but again, because of
budget cutting it wasn't provided." Somehow Vanessa made it work for the
students. "I just literally punted through that class. The kids seemed to love it.
The parents said their kids hadn't been happier in a long time."
To the best degree possible, Vanessa made it work for herself as well.
Vanessa found satisfaction in more than just the teaching of the humanities,
"her subject matter," in the fifth grade. "I could even get excited with regard to
science if it stayed within the environmental boundary. I could care less about
electricity. It doesn't do a thing for me. Put the switch on. [laughs]"
Teaching math, however, made Vanessa feel "incompetent" because she
didn't think she knew how to teach it effectively. "I could only truly fall back on
what I knew myself, and how I was taught myself, which is horrible." Typical of
Vanessa, she turned this problem into something positive, supporting students
and identifying with them in their struggle to learn math. "I know I made my
kids feel good about math. I don't know [laughs] whether I taught them much,
but they felt good about math."
This past school year Vanessa was "punting" again, only it's back at the
high school, teaching the advanced placement English course. "I think I'm
going to change my name. The Punter, not Vanessa." The course is
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essentially taught at the college level; in fact, "our superintendent is trying to
get college credit for it because I made all the qualifications, provided I can
organize a curriculum. That's never been done before." Even though the
course has been in existence for some time and even though Vanessa is filling
in for the regularly assigned teacher who is on leave, she is the first to develop
a written curriculum for the course. He, the regular teacher, only provided a
one-page outline.
Once again, Vanessa remains philosophical.
There was a week there that I felt that sense of being
overwhelmed, panicking, anxiety attacks, the whole bit. But I've
decided I can only do what I can do. And if they are not willing
to give me the time I need, professional time to develop a
curriculum, then I can only give them enough time that allows me
to be a complete person as well as the curriculum be as good as
I can possibly make it within the time constraints. I just have to
look at it realistically.
Still, Vanessa insists on innovation, and not relying on established advanced
placement guidelines. Her students study literature written by women and
minorities, they work with poetry, they engage in discourse about critical issues
we face in the 90's.

Typical advanced placement courses do not include such

instruction; more often they defend a more traditional, conservative course of
study.
Whatever she is teaching, Vanessa finds the classroom to be an
exhilarating and challenging professional environment, one she prefers above
all others.
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I can't think of anything I would like to do more than educate. I've
really done some soul searching on this question. I've talked with
many people in many other professions that I find myself intrigued
with, but no. I think I will stay with what I truly truly enjoy. There's
lots of "stuff' I don't like about education, I find abhorrent about
education. But the dynamics that occur within a classroom to me
can't be matched in any other field. It's always new. It's always
exciting. It's always deadly or possibly exhilarating. I don't think
any other profession can offer me that. So regardless of pay and
status, I think I'll stay with it.
Once Vanessa had described her conviction that the classroom is a fluid
place where the teacher must adjust, must modulate instruction based on
student need and response, I asked her to give me an example of an instance
where she felt the excitement of meeting the need of a particular student, of
making a difference. She talked to me about a boy in the seventh grade
during her first year of teaching.
I had a young boy who supposedly had had many limitations
placed upon him regarding reading ability, socioeconomic
background, etc. None of which I paid much attention to, simply
because I felt if he could participate in my class and produce in
my class, it wasn't relevant what his past was.
This little boy every month for, I would say, five months running,
would ask me what my recommendations would be for free
reading as part of our little book club. I of course would always
recommend those books I thought would offer him the most for
his money regarding classics, etc.
One day I was talking to him and he turned around to me and he
said, "You know, Mrs. X., this is the first class I've ever read a
whole book." I looked at him and said, "What do you mean?"
This was in seventh grade. And he said, "Because no teacher
ever allowed me to read a whole book." I said, "I don't
understand. You'll have to explain what you mean by that." He
said, "Well, they always thought I was a slow reader. So I only
got to read a half a book, a third of a book, or a fourth of a book.
But you're the only teacher that actually let me read a whole
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book." I said, "Of course Pm going to let you read a whole book.
You can read as many whole books as you can possibly stand."
And he looked at me and he said, "Well, I want you to know, Mrs.
X., Pm beginning to build my own library." At that moment I felt at
least twenty feet high. Because here is a little guy,
underestimated by so many, and he was in the process of
building his own library.
One reason that moment is so special to Vanessa is that it is her first
story, her first of many. Vanessa is still in contact with that particular student.
She helped him "hook on" to reading, and she let him "hook on" to her.
"Actually," she said, "I think it's important at least to offer kids the opportunity to
hook onto you, with anything you teach. They're not all going to. But they
should all be aware that they can if they choose to."
Vanessa also believes that students should see their teachers as
learners and doers, not just instructors. For that reason she has always shared
a good deal of her own writing with students, particularly her poetry. "Don't you
think that students need to see that educators can do as well as instruct?" she
asked me. "That the two are almost just simply different pieces of the same?"
When Vanessa includes her own writing in class discussions and critiques, she
is "acknowledging the student as a peer."
Vanessa's students understand that she is a writer as well as a teacher, a
student of literature and well as a preceptor. A highlight of her own
professional development was when she was awarded a National Endowment
for the Humanities independent study grant to conduct an in-depth analysis of
Sylvia Plath and her world. "That meant a lot to me intellectually because it
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also reinforced in my own mind not just my abilities to discipline myself but
also my abilities as a scholar. And I needed that reinforcement at that
particular time."
Later, when Vanessa participated in the Dickinson Institute, her work
with Plath enhanced the discourse on Dickinson and other women writers.
Vanessa distinguished herself among other notable teacher/scholars in the
program.
It was so exciting for me to meet people who were also excited
about learning in the same way I was excited. Who share the
same kind of enthusiasm or scholarly work as well as for what
went on, the nitty gritty of the classroom. It's always marvelous to
know that you're not alone. That there are other people out there
who are thinking and doing and feeling the same things you are.
If nothing else, the Institute was valuable for that.
Vanessa's approach to teaching is with a distinct sense of purpose to
educate beyond content. She focuses both on the development of social skills
and skills of critical thinking. Trained as a cooperative learning mentor,
Vanessa believes that cooperative learning is an "extraordinarily important tool
for every teacher to have. Not to exercise every day in every class, but
definitely as a tool for effective teaching and for effective learning."
A self-professed "humanities educator," Vanessa believes that "literature
doesn't exist in a vacuum. Nothing exists without the context in which it exists."
Vanessa works with the historical, the artistic, the cultural of a particular period
in order to offer students "far more." This approach helps her to prompt
students "to look in terms of the why rather than the where and the what."
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Vanessa's philosophy is that "you teach context. You don't teach a discipline.
You teach a whole, you know, almost a gestalt rather than a discipline."
Vanessa's capacity to reflect before taking action in the classroom
enhances the potential for learning. Preplanned lessons or approaches may
need to be altered while contextual goals can remain the same.
You have to listen to what your kids are saying as well as how
they are manifesting what they are saying through physical cues
and so on. I am the kind of person if I don't feel that what I am
doing is catching on, I will make that an alternative activity and
pursue that interest, justifying it as part of the curriculum as well
as meeting their needs.
She told me of a recent example. She was working with "level three"
(basic level) sophomores, a group she had not worked with before. She
neither knew them and their needs, nor did they know her by prior contact or
reputation. Vanessa picked a novel that she thought "they could buy into. But
I wasn't aware of the fact that they had very little training in understanding
dialogue... They had difficulty following the action from chapter to chapter. It
was becoming boring to them as well as to me, in that they weren't turning on
like I thought that they would with this."
She stopped teaching the book. Instead she "dealt with articles from
various publications that I found that were short, to the point and met their
interests. It was incredibly important for me to establish rapport with them,
which I had not via this novel." Vanessa knew that rapport was needed for
anything to work in the class. "Now I'm getting responses from them. I know
what they feel. I know how they think. And we can go from there."
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Vanessa is a model of the reflective practitioner. Her thoughtful
articulation during one interview of what it means to teach illustrates this most
clearly. She referred to the "multifaceted" role of an educator.
I mean you can hold it up like a crystal, and, dependent on the
angle, different lights and colors will form. And it's the same
thing when you walk in a classroom. You may have the best
plans in the world, but it's just a guide. You have to determine
what’s been going on the minute before and the minute after,
and also the dynamics of the classroom, what happened at
home. So many factors that you're considering and making
split second choices. It has to be done with an awful lot of
expertise. And sometimes you find yourself finessing an awful
lot because it isn't exactly what you had planned to do. But
making that decision that this is more important than
progressing along the path I've chosen for this particular
reason. Maybe it is better to go off the track a bit.
There's a certain amount of ego, as Vanessa recognizes, in this
philosophy of teaching. It presumes that teachers can have immeasurable
impact on students. It also presumes at least the possibility of a close,
personal relationship between teacher and student. Vanessa believes that the
personal and professional life of a teacher needs to be fully integrated, that the
teacher must understand, accept, and be willing to reveal herself in order to be
an effective teacher. This, of course, is a lifelong challenge. For Vanessa, it
has become an "obsession." Thus she shares her writing with her students.
This year she is developing a unit on 'the literature of addiction." Perhaps
working with students on this unit will help her come to a heightened
understanding of her own family's experience.
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Vanessa is also driven by the commitment to constantly improve, to
teach better.
I am constantly thinking and revamping and revising and thinking,
did I handle this correctly, should I have done that, was it the best
I could do? I mean I've been teaching now almost twenty years.
I’m still doing that. I'm still thinking was there a better way, could I
have done something, approached it differently to really tune in
everyone.
Since Vanessa is interested in teaching "the why and how," she will never be
fully satisfied with herself. There will always be more her students could be
learning, more they could be questioning. "I want my students to question
things rather than accept things," she said. "I think education is making people
informed and broadening their choices, not limiting their choices to a right or
wrong answer.
Most importantly, Vanessa honors teaching as an art form. She
celebrates the artist in herself and in others in the classroom. She challenges
administrators to "realize that maybe their best educators, just maybe, have
artistic personalities, and indeed need the stroking and the acclaim and the
rewards that go along with an artistic personality. Only then," Vanessa
maintains, "will they [administrators] really really tap into the incredible amount
of energy they can get out of their people." Vanessa is just such an artist.
Even without the support she deserves she does exquisite work. With support,
her creativity could be sustained for years to come.
When we first spoke, and spent so much time talking about Vanessa's
childhood and family life, she identified herself primarily as a "detached
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observer." In our final interview moments, Vanessa added a critical partner
word in defining artistry.
I think what I would add to that detached observer that I
frequently view myself as being is that I often have to qualify that
with the other aspect of my personality, which is my passion.
And I think it's the coupling of those two things, of passion and
detachment, that creates a good artist of any form, be it artistic as
far as painting, as far as writing, as far as teaching. You need the
detachment but you also have to recognize the passion.
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CHAPTER VII
EMILY: THE FOURTH CASE STUDY

It wasn't because of Emily Dickinson that my fourth teacher subject
chose the name Emily. Another "Emily" immediately came to her mind when I
asked her to select a pseudonym: Emily Jane Bronte. She had just returned
from a trip to the English countryside that Emily Bronte called home, a
postscript to her third summer NEH program, this one on the Brontes.
At the Dickinson Institute, my Emily was a singular presence, noted not
just for her rather eclectic tastes, ranging from Shakespeare's sonnets to The
Grateful Dead, but also for her devotion to her "speddies." Emily was the only
special education teacher participant. She teaches language arts to high
school students with special needs. We all marvelled as she articulated ways
to help these students understand poetry, respond to Dickinson, and express
themselves through poetic form.
During that summer we came to know Emily the Rebel, the thirty-five
year old in her tie-dyed shirts, as well as Emily the Sympathizer, with her
passionate dedication to those with special needs. By its end we knew her to
be creative of mind and generous of spirit. Emily says that teaching is the right
profession for her because it assures her "perpetual youth."
She has been teaching for more than fifteen years, first secondary
English and then, for the past six years, special education at the high school
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level. What she finds most rewarding regardless of program is, first, that
"nothing is ever static -- approaches, materials, and, most importantly, the
target audience change all the time." Emily is never bored. Second, she loves
"seeing the kids 'get it'!" Finally, Emily is a veritable Peter Pan, sustaining her
youth through teaching.

Childhood

Emily, now in her late thirties, was born in northern Connecticut, and has
moved little since. For the first ten years of her life she was an only child.
When Emily was a teenager, her mother had two more children by a second
husband. Parents, step-parents, and half-siblings have all stayed close
geographically, and the web of their lives has had a complicated impact on
Emily.
The divorce was "a major thing" for Emily because, she says, "I was in
Catholic school, and I was the only kid in school whose parents were divorced.
And there were a lot of hassles." Both parents remarried within a year of the
divorce. "The only thing I remember feeling at the time was I was really glad
they got divorced. I never had those feelings that I wanted them to get back
together."

Even though many specific childhood experiences remained buried

in Emily until adulthood, still she "always had a sense of the horrible
arguments" and fighting because "I just never wanted them back together."
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Equally clear to Emily is that "I always felt, and I still feel, that I am a tool
between my parents because of the hatred that they have for one another."
Throughout her childhood and to the present, each of Emily's parents has told
her "bad things" about the other. The bitterness lingers even though each has
built a life that includes other relationships.
While Emily was still a child her father married a woman sixteen years
older than he was "for financial reasons." She was able to help him establish a
car dealership. Emily never met the woman until her father introduced her as
his wife. They visited Emily rarely, only "when it was convenient for him."
Although Emily's father is still married to this second wife, he has been living
with a different woman for the past twenty years. Emily's father has been much
more of a father to this woman's two children than he has been to Emily.
There's always been "pressure," not support, from her father and the woman
with whom he lives.
Emily's mother married "Burt," "probably my favorite out of all my parents,
even more so than my natural parents because he's such a cool guy." It was
difficult at first, because for a year after the divorce Emily had commanded her
mother's "undivided attention." Eventually, however, she was pleased, and later
delighted to have a younger brother and sister. Now, as she approaches
middle age, Emily's most tender words and inflections are for Benny, not the
mother who "annoys her so much" that she "can't even talk to her."
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Of all the issues Emily discussed while talking about her family during
the interviews, she devoted the most time to her "dysfunctional relationship"
with her father. Part of the problem, Emily believes, is that her father is an
alcoholic.
Whatever I did was never enough, you know. If I was good in
academics, how come I wasn't playing sports, you know? I was
never athletic or coordinated, but I would sign on to be the
manager of this team or that team. And that wasn't enough either.
And then I went on to college and that wasn't enough. And to my
fact today he'll tell all his friends that "Oh, my daughter's a teacher.
She got this grant." He brags all the time. But whenever I see
him it's still, I'm almost forty and he's still saying to me, "When are
you gonna get a real job?" And I'm just like, "I think I have a real
job. I'm pretty happy with what I've done."
Emily was and is able to face up to her father. "I guess a lot of my life I think
that it's been important, because a lot of the things that I've chosen in my life
have been chosen out of anger. It's really been a shaping force." Emily has
done things and made decisions "in spite of" both her parents. Sometimes she
has been reckless, but she has proved herself to be a survivor.
Her mother instilled in Emily the value of education. She encouraged
Emily to read. "My mother's still a really big reader, very big." And as a child
Emily spent "a lot of time alone and a lot of time reading and imagining things."
It was a "snug" feeling to immerse herself in books. Emily was drawn to
teaching even as a child because her "most positive experiences were with
teachers." With such a painful family life, Emily was sustained by teachers who
"were just consistently there and consistently making me feel good about
myself."
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The exception was in the middle elementary years when Emily was
taught by nuns who emphasized what they believed to be the literal truth of the
Baltimore catechism. For example, when Emily was in the fourth grade, her
mother planned to remarry, and her nun/teacher informed Emily that it was her
responsibility to stop the wedding or her mother would go to hell. So Emily
locked herself in the bathroom on the wedding day and wouldn't come out
"until the minister who was performing the ceremony talked me out of the
bathroom. I really felt that I had to do that to save her." It was difficult at first
for Emily to believe the minister; he was not, after all, a priest. Emily considers
it fortunate that during the next few years she had lay teachers "and that made
all the difference.

They were like regular people."

Emily "went to Catholic school all my life." Not that she always wanted it
that way. At the end of sixth grade, many of her friends left parochial school
for the public junior high. "And they were coming back telling me it's great, you
can smoke, you can wear your own clothes. I couldn't wait to get there." But
her parents told Emily that she had to wait until after the eighth grade to attend
the public high school.
I was all set the summer after eighth grade, and I was looking
forward to it and I couldn't wait. And I got a box in the mail and
the box had a uniform in it. Now my father had just for the heck
of it wanted me to take the placement exam for Our Lady of the
Angels. I was like I'm not going. So I skipped it, didn't go that
day. Lied to my parents, thinking they'd never find out I didn't go.
It didn't matter. Emily's father "bought" her way into the parochial high
school. Her parents told her to "try it for a month." After a month had passed,
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she was "entrenched" in the culture of the school and with the friends that she
had made there. "A school like that has so many traditions and they’re so
embracing. I had a big sister and the seniors did stuff. I was made to feel
very comfortable very quickly."
Still, Emily resented her parents' control over the decision. "Plus it was
all girls, so I was really hating life because there were no boys." However,
looking back Emily is "really glad that I stuck it out" because the programs at
Our Lady of the Angels were good, class sizes were small, and the all-girl
environment supported intellectual challenge. "I still remember my friends [at
co-ed schools] hanging back a lot and not being as smart as they could be,
and not saying things because there were boys in the class and they didn't
want to act smarter than them...[But] we were always taught to speak our
minds and back up our opinions with reasons."
Emily was in the honors program and had the same English teacher for
four years, a woman who was a tremendous force in Emily's life. Because this
teacher lived across the street from Emily's grandmother, Emily feared that she
only was accepted into this program because she had connections. "But she
eventually said to me, 'No, you're a good writer. I want you in here.'" This
teacher, "Ms. K.," picked thirteen students out of a class of fifty "and we stayed
with her from the second semester freshman year all the way through until we
were seniors."
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Emily describes Ms. K. as being "just so neat," "really sweet," and "pretty
great." Her curriculum apparently strayed from the accepted norm for the
school. "She had us doing things that I know those nuns couldn’t have known
we were reading," books that would have caused the nuns to "flip out." Even
though Emily and her friends were "sassy" at times. Ms. K. "was so convinced
that what she had to teach us was so important, and she just drew us into it."
Her method of teaching was recalled by Emily with some precision.
You would read all about a certain period of time and all these
people that knew each other. So you had the sense of
connection and what was really going on. Instead of reading this
book and then this book sequentially. You explored all the
expatriates in the twenties and that made it so much more fun.
It was "fun" learning to make connections. It was also "fun" to work with
a teacher who invited her students to her home for Christmas tea. Ms. K. "was
just such a neat lady."
And she was so positive, you know. She would just reinforce all
the time. I just remember always getting papers from her and not
just getting a grade and some comments, but page upon page of
response back.
The encouragement of Ms. K. was made even more significant for Emily
because she encouraged Emily to write creatively, and "I guess I liked that a
lot." This teacher took the time and made the effort. She gave of herself and
of her insight. Perhaps most significantly, Ms. K. encouraged Emily to look at
the positive and believe in herself.
Rather than encouraging me to talk about things, I think that she
just tried to encourage me to look at the positive things that I
could do. And that’s what I really remember, just her always
151

saying, "Yes, you can. Yes you can do this. No, you don't need
to have this happen in your life to try this."
Ms. K. did not persuade Emily that she need not be rebellious, however.
I was really outspoken and I was really rebellious. I was good the
first year and a half. And then once my friends started getting
their licenses I started skipping school. I got thrown out a couple
of times for swearing at nuns and smoking.
Emily was, in fact, a rebel leader.
Finally, my senior year, I organized the whole senior class. We
had a senior lounge. And the nuns did everything on a whim.
They never had any reason for what they did. And so for some
reason our principal, who was just like the wacky woman from
hell, she just yanked our senior lounge and told us that we
couldn't have it anymore. So the next day I got the whole senior
class to lock themselves in the lounge and not come out for
classes. So that was like capping my career.
When it came time for college, the nuns told Emily's parents that she
needed a highly-structured environment, a place where authorities could keep
"a thumb on her because she had the potential to be a crazy." Emily wanted
to go to Northwestern University, because she wanted to be a writer. But the
nuns said, "You don't want to send this girl to a school with boys, with
distractions, with large numbers, because she's not going to focus."
Emily was accepted on early decision to a small Catholic liberal arts
college for women. Her parents "got me in there before I even had a chance
to think about it." Once again, Emily followed the route set out for her by her
parents, but then set a path truly of her own making.
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Teacher Education

What attracted Emily to teacher training was her belief that teaching
would be a good profession for her after she was married. During high school
Emily had worked in an elementary school once or twice a week as a
volunteer. She then believed that she would like teaching but really wanted to
be a writer. But, during the summer after graduation from high school, Emily
started dating "Mike." In her narrative she wrote that she turned to teaching
"when I decided to marry Mike. I felt that a teaching career would be
convenient while raising a family." Teaching was something that Emily "sort of
realized that I had some talent for... There was something that always drew me
to it." But the strongest impetus for choosing teacher education was her love
for Mike.
Her attraction for Mike was not surprising. "He represented everything
that made my parents crazy. He had a motorcycle. He had long hair. He was
a pot head and he was Jewish...He was perfect. And it made my parents
absolutely nuts that I went out with him." Not that Mike's parents were thrilled
about Emily, either, once she and Mike got serious. They became engaged to
be married during the spring of her sophomore year. "I was the first one in my
class. So that was kind of fun."
Emily's plan was to finish college and then get a job teaching elementary
education. She and Mike would be married, and, in time, have children. They
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got engaged in April, but in June, Mike was dead. He was working as an
electrician on the top of a building, was electrocuted, fell to the ground and
broke his neck.
The shock and pain of his loss was, of course, horrible for Emily. What
surprised her, however, was the response of the people at college.
I certainly didn't consider myself one of the leaders of the class,
you know. I was friendly with people who eventually became
president and yearbook editor and stuff like that, but I always kind
of saw myself even up there as rebelling. A lot of people came to
that school and they hadn't had experience with nuns, and I had
already been through it so I was already figuring out how to break
the rules up there and have a good time...I never thought that
anybody knew who I was or took any notice of me. And that
summer I was overwhelmed. I must have gotten 500 cards from
people.
With the world turned inside out, Emily didn't even want to continue at
college. "And then all the letters made me realize that I was a part of this
thing, and there people were a part of me." With the decision to go on with
her life came a reckoning with the loss of Mike, and the discovery of a way to
carry him with her. Her way was the way of one with the heart and spirit of a
poet.
There's just, I think there are certain sensory cues that you have
that you just never lose. You know, like the smell of honeysuckle
or whatever happens to be at a certain time of year, certain slant
of light [laugh], you know.
Emily's laugh after she referred to the "certain slant of light" was because those
are the words of another poet - Emily Dickinson.
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Figuring out what to do with her life while in college had never been
easy. She dropped her major in English because she didn't like the professor
she had for her freshman year survey course in English literature, who
unfortunately was also her advisor. Then, after Mike's death, her purpose for
pursuing a career in education had been erased, the plans for raising a family
with him gone. ("I was gonna be a housewife and it would be the nicest thing
to do, because then I could be in the school when my kids were little, cut out
bluebirds and make little bulletin boards. And it would just complement what I
was choosing to do with my personal life.") Besides, the first education course
she took during her sophomore year, "Principles of Education," was "God
awful."
Emily had six majors while in college, including speech, speech
therapy, drama, and Spanish, all after dropping her major in English. For a
time she wanted to be an interpreter, then a history major.

However, the

college required two years of literature, and fortunately, when she took World
Literature Emily "totally fell in love with Dr. C."
And he was so cool. At the end of that year he said to me, "How
come you're not in English?" And I said, "Because Mr. B."s a jerk,
you know?" And he said, "Well, that's kind of stupid to let one
person keep you from what you're good at." So he convinced me
to go back into English, and I did.
Emily can recall a particular teaching moment with Dr. C., a moment that
made a difference.
I remember it was a Friday afternoon, and it was a real temptation
to cut his class 'cause the weekend was starting. I think I had his
155

class at 1:00, and all my friends were done by noon time...It was
really hard to go to that class, but I went, and that was the day he
did Wordsworth's "Ode to Immortality." I just remember all those
lines about "What though the radiance that was once so bright."
And it was such a beautiful day and I was just, I remember
leaving the class and not even realizing my feet were taking me,
and just walking, walking, walking after I got out of that class.
Mike was alive then. But later, after his death when Mike's mother asked Emily
to write his epitaph, Emily included some of Wordworth's lines. She loved
studying the romantic poets. "It was just coinciding, I think, with the time that I
was looking at myself, you know, in relation to the rest of the world."
During her junior year, Emily took courses in psychology that "more or
less got me into the teaching end of it." In her judgment, however, the
education department's program was poor, and the two nuns who ran it,
incompetent.
But then when Sister Elinor S. came in, she's the one who taught
Human Growth, she was very young. I think because she had
just come out of college atmosphere she knew how to interest
us...She gave you all this information and let you give the
information back, but not directly. She allowed you to put your
own spin. She really encouraged us to go out into as many
classrooms as we possibly could. She was a real hard task
master but she gave you a lot of reinforcement with everything.
In fact, I remember my friend Mary Ellen and I student taught in
the same elementary school. And both of us called her up about
two weeks into it, saying, "This is not for us. Please come down.
We made a mistake. We need to change our careers." It was the
first month of senior year. She just came down and said, "You
have to go through the process. And I guarantee at the end of
the process that you'll see how you feel." And I guess we had to
student teach for eight weeks back then. So that made a
difference.
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Two courses had the most significant impact on Emily’s approach to
teaching. One was the course on Human Growth, taught by Sister Elinor,
which helped Emily "plan for my students," in terms of their own needs and
stages of development. The other was a course in speech and elementary
education.
That taught me how to behave, be comfortable with being
spontaneous, think on my feet. It also taught me a lot about,
because we had to present lessons, planning, looking at all the
different things that could possibly go wrong. How you recover
from [problems], how you don’t lose your focus...[It] was definitely
the most valuable course in terms of my classroom behavior.
Emily graduated from college with certification as an elementary school
teacher. But her career as a teacher didn't begin right away. When it did, she
only remained in elementary school teaching for one year. Life, professional
and personal, did not settle down for Emily after college. There were years of
some chaos and a great deal of pain during the transition to a career in
teaching.

Induction

Teaching jobs were scarce when Emily graduated from college, so she
took a job for the state, working for the Department of Social Services. She
moved from clerical work to counseling, and stayed for six months until her
father offered her a job as assistant service manager at his car dealership.
This turned out to be a difficult episode in Emily's life. Emily quickly became
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aware of shortcuts and scams conducted by her father. She also "resented the
way that he treated me, 'cause he went so far afield to show people that I
wasn't being treated as his daughter...He wouldn't even speak to me, wouldn't
greet me in the morning."

Emily also hated the way her father mistreated the

mechanics.
Worst of all, Emily's father kept fraudulent books. Emily couldn't abide
with this cheating, and eventually her father was audited. "It cost him $14,000,
and to this day he'll say, 'You cost me $14,000.'" By the end of the year working
at the dealership, Emily was "fed up." She turned to substitute teaching.
Given all the aggravation and everything else that was going
along with it, I said maybe I better look one more time at the
classroom. Because I was trained for this and maybe I can be
good at this. This is something I used to love. The classroom
just represents security to me for some reason.
When Emily started subbing part-time, her father had the service manager fire
her. But within a month she secured a fourth grade teaching job. "And the
minute I walked into that classroom I knew it was the totally right thing to do.
There was no question in my mind. And it's just always been like that ever
since."
Like many new teachers, Emily endured years in temporary positions,
while budgets and staffing issues left her unsure of her future and hopping
from one teaching job to another within the school system. After a year in an
elementary position, she was hired to teach reading at a junior high. When the
opportunity came for her to teach at a high school in the same district, she
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made the transfer, and has been teaching there for the past eleven years, for
five years in the English department, and since then in special education.
Her first teaching job was replacing a "super teacher" in a fourth grade
classroom starting in October. It’s always difficult to assume a classroom after
the year has begun, especially to replace a popular teacher. In this case the
parents assumed they were "getting a novice," but Emily believes she fared
better than a typical first-year teacher, in part because she "had a little
seasoning on how to deal with people" gained through working in a service
industry, the car dealership, for two years.
Emily also received critical support from staff and administration,
especially from the woman who taught the other fourth grade class.
[She] was definitely the person who pulled me through that year,
just giving me ideas. She was willing to pilot the social studies
while I did the science because she realized it was just so much
for me to master. And at that time it was pretty clear that [the
regular teacher] would probably stay out through June, but it was
still iffy until around Christmas time. So I didn't have the luxury of
planning for the long term. It was like, okay, I have to do this to
get through until December, and then she's going to make her
decision. And based on that I'll know if I'm working for the rest of
the year.
Emily didn't work in isolation; she wasn't ignored by others because she was
temporary. Instead, she was embraced as a team member.
Emily took the job as her own. Even though she was definitely
temporary, Emily recalled, "when I walked in I just started doing little things.
Putting my stuff on the walls and putting my things in the showcase.
Organizing the drawers the way I wanted them to be." She took charge.
159

When she observed the class prior to beginning the job, she "just said I’ll
never be able to do this. I'll never be able to keep an eye on one kid while this
kid is doing this, because I just seemed to be so focused on one thing at a
time." But, once in the position, she made it work. Her explanation is a
modest one: "Kids were very accepting of me. They were such a nice age
because they were still in awe of their teacher. They still wanted your
approval." Not all teachers, however, meet with the success that Emily did in
her first year.
Still, Emily faced some challenges she had not anticipated. Her
students were "from a very tough neighborhood." They talked to her "a lot
about drugs, about sex, about dysfunctional families." Emily had only
observed classes in parochial schools, where such conversations were never
heard. But in Emily's first classroom those issues were real, and she supported
students as they tried to cope with them. The results were gratifying, her
efforts appreciated.
The kids were wonderful. I remember being overwhelmed that
first Christmas when I got every present in the world, you know.
The ugly beads, the half gallon of perfume. But I just felt that
whole year that it was so right, and I loved it every day.
Emily wasn't really disappointed when the job was terminated; she knew
that being "displaced" was a reality from the beginning. The school she taught
in was closed at the end of that year, and many teachers underwent "upheaval"
and job shifts. Emily was hired to teach reading at a junior high in the same
district, a junior high with a reputation of being "wild." But Emily called the
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assignment "really nice." She worked with a woman she referred to as "a
mother figure," a woman with whom she still works. Emily was part of a group
of young teachers, all starting out and all in the reading department.
We were on the same level. [One man] had been elementary the
year before. [One woman] had been a long term sub, and she
had subbed in foreign language. So none of us knew what we
were doing. And it was neat 'cause all our rooms were right in a
row, and they were connected by doors.
The element of collegial support, emphasized in most research on
induction as being critical for new teachers, was there for Emily.
I don't think I'll ever see a staff like that again as long as I teach. It
was fabulous, 'cause that's kind of the school where they threw all
the rabble rousers. It was an essentially young staff and the older
people who were there were rebels. But it was very familial. I
mean we went out every Friday together. We knew what was
going on. We knew one another's, you know, intimate life secrets.
And my friends, some of my closest friends for life I found at that
school.
Emily was surrounded by social, emotional, and intellectual support for
her decision to teach. Her words reflect the joy of teaching during her
induction phase, a phase recalled by too many as a time of struggle and
stress. But Emily's junior high was "a fun place." The principal "was like the
captain of the ship. He just really enjoyed his staff. He got a kick out of us.
He would play with us as well as be our administrator. So that was a terrific
experience."
When the system cut a reading position the next year, Emily was the first
to go because she "happened to be the last one to sign the contract." The
news left her "broken-hearted." But, 'they found a math opening for me." It
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was her "worst nightmare in terms of subject." Emily was not certified to teach
math, so the school had evidently made a real effort to keep her on staff. This
was Emily's first experience teaching on a team, and she loved it.
Kids were great. I was happy to be on a team because as a
reading teacher you're not really on a team. You're just servicing
kids. But I was really glad to get in the team structure because I
like it. And I thought it was really neat that you were with three
other teachers and you had these kids. And there was this real
sense of ownership with your team.
Emily was the youngest member of the team that year, both in terms of
age and tenure. She "got through the math because I made some friends in
the math department" who coached her through the curriculum. One
friend/colleague in particular helped her daily with her algebra lessons. Emily
stayed barely one lesson ahead of her students. "So it was quite a year."
The next year Emily stayed on the same team but taught English. And
now she was the oldest member of the team, a fact that reflected the
enormous turnover in positions in that school. Two of her teammates had
moved to the high school and the third left to have a baby. So Emily was
working with three new teachers. But once again, she loved working with her
colleagues.
It was a neat team because we were all female, we were all in our
early twenties, and we all got along really well. We spent a lot of
time together. And I think I really enjoyed those kids. I still see
those kids from that team...It was a real sense that you got your
work done but there was always something going on in the team
or with the teachers from another team.
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After Emily's third year of teaching at the junior high, that school was
closed as well. She was moved to the high school, because she had
certification through grade nine. Although this assignment was not her first
choice (Emily's friends had been transferred to another junior high), she now
"get[s] down on her knees every night and say[s] thank you God for sending
me to the high school." Although she has "loved kids" at every level, Emily
feels happiest teaching high school.
The sense of community has been sustained at every location, including
this final move to the high school where she still teaches today. Emily's
department chair at the high school had transferred with her from the junior
high. "He made me feel comfortable. And he was learning the job himself so
we were kind of allies." Today he is Emily's vice-principal. Emily and other
members of that induction group remain close. "It's definitely a bonding. We
still tell stories like it was some major period in history. We tell it to the
newcomers like 'once upon a time there was this school.'"
In the interviews, Emily chose to emphasize what a good time she has
had as a teacher, from those early days on. It took some prodding from me
before she disclosed her struggles with serious health problems that started
during her first year of teaching and that today are finally under control.
I got sick after my first year of teaching. Actually sort of during
that first year because somewhere around the spring time I knew
there was something very wrong, you know. My stomach, my
abdomen was always very hard and very painful. Just all kinds of
gastrointestinal problems. I thought I had hemorrhoids, so I went
in for an operation. But they weren't hemorrhoids. They were
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fistulas, which is a symptom of ulcerative colitis or Crohn's
Disease. But Crohn's was not well know at that time. Very few
people had labelled that disease. So they thought I had
ulcerative colitis so I was treated for ulcerative colitis for five
years, six years.
Emily was heavily medicated and placed on bland diets, sometimes
liquid ones. Her weight vacillated and she "never felt good." Over time she
was forced to deal with the fact that her "life was curtailed. It was just getting
narrower and narrower, you know, the things I could do." Finally she found a
new doctor who immediately realized that Emily had been misdiagnosed. He
stopped her attacks with steroids, but the side effects then were awful.
With the steroids first you feel really energetic and powerful. Then
you start to become really irritable. You can't sleep. The weight
gain was just unbelievable. You get that moon face...And it was
such an awful thing because you had to go right on massive
doses. But even when you were getting better, to get off of them
you had to decrease so slowly that I would practically be into
another attack by the time I would finally get off of them. Hair
loss. Lots of physical problems. That just always made me a
little crazier.
The pain was so intense that the doctor put Emily on pain killers, and
she became addicted to them. At one point she tried to forge a prescription
because she was desperate for more pills. The druggist alerted Emily's doctor,
who told her, "This is just going to be a life pattern. You're a smart girl but all
these narcotics are taking away your mental acuity. You don't want to lose
that." He sent her to a specialist who recommended a colostomy. Emily had
not been in remission for any period of time for over two years.
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With Crohn's Disease the intestine actually dissolves from abrasion. The
colostomy was successful, Emily adjusted, and felt better for some time. Then,
three years ago during the Dickinson summer institute, Emily started feeling
terrible pain. The colostomy had ruptured the previous March without Emily
realizing it. She developed peritonitis, and the condition spread and worsened
for months.
I think it says a lot about will, because I was so determined to go
to England to visit [a friend]. And I felt so lousy. And they didn't
understand how I didn't die over there, you know? And I wanted
to do Dickinson on her birthday. You know you just set up these
little milestones for yourself. And then when the milestones were
over, after I did Dickinson and I heaved a sigh of relief, I got sick
that night and the next day I was in the hospital.
Emily Dickinson's birthday is December 10. Emily Jane had been sick
for nine months. But over the nine months she continued to teach, she spent
much of her summer a shining student of Dickinson at the NEH institute, and
then she returned to the classroom until her condition forced her
hospitalization that December. She was critically ill at that point, but now, more
than two years after surgery, she feels better than ever.
Emily remained steadily employed as a teacher throughout this physical
and mental ordeal. She began a teaching career and sustained it with
success while enduring terrible pain. Throughout all of our conversations, and
all of her autobiographical writings, Emily never complained. Although she
freely acknowledged the trauma, she never made excuses. Instead she
emphasized a positive induction into the teaching profession.
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Reflection in Action

Today Emily teaches language arts to high school students with special
needs. She brings to these classes and these students her accumulated
knowledge both of content and of how students learn. She also brings to
these classes another constant in her career: her appreciation of and affection
for all of her students.
“I love the way high school kids think. I love the way that their
emotions are so on the surface. And they have to be on the cutting edge of
everything. And I find that really intriguing." Perhaps the biggest challenge for
Emily is "coming in when they've been turned off and seeing if I can bring them
back. That's important to me."
Hence her dedication to the students with special needs. Emily never
doubts that she can help her "speddies" learn about the great writers, and learn
to write well themselves. The participants in the Dickinson Institute and I were
amazed at the quality of work produced by Emily's students, and in awe of the
creative instruction that inspired such work. She not only helps them enjoy
poetry, she encourages them to express themselves as poets.
Emily's work in special education came a bit by accident. For the first
two or three years of high school teaching she taught composition and
literature in grade nine. Then she "started getting itchy." She "bargained for a
'coming of age' course," a course she believed would engage the high school
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learner. She was given the opportunity to design and teach this course to
sophomores.
I loved it. I had a blast with it. We didn’t read any major works,
but they were good works for kids. We read the usual stuff,
Patch of Blue, Summer of 142. And then eventually I worked them
into Lord of the Flies and things like that. And we had a really
good time with that. And basically I read. We did activities. We
had journals and we discussed. And the kids liked it because I
tried to make it a course that they would just like to read. That
was my goal in the beginning. And so I found out very quickly
that even in high school they don't read when you assign them
ten chapters. It doesn't matter. And so we read every book,
every day, all together. And it was wonderful. I had a blast. We
had a real blast.
Emily paid attention to the needs of her students, and designed an
instructional program that worked for them. It worked until six years ago when
she once again lost her position due to staff cuts.
In order to continue to teach English, Emily would have had to transfer
to a junior high. By that time she had a master's degree in special education,
and decided to use it, primarily in order to stay at the high school level. The
first year she taught biology, math, and English in special education classes.
But, by the end of the year, Emily had convinced the administration that her
talents and training in English could be better utilized and the students better
served if teachers of special education concentrated on one discipline,
whatever their specialty. Since then Emily has taught almost all the language
arts classes that are required by individual educational plans.
Her dedication to the student with special needs is total, and her belief
that all students can learn and learn from each other is a passion.
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I think it's real important that kids learn from one another. And I
think isolating them in the resource room is a very bad thing. It
just perpetuates what's going on. Which I think if we could
remove the stigma of the resource room, and we could put
someone like me as a facilitator in the class, because the kids
who are on the top level, they don't always know what they are
talking about either. I think if there was less of this competition
and this leveling, then people would be more open with ideas and
they would come out with them. Now it would benefit the slower
student. It would also benefit the high functioning student
because they have a lot to learn in terms of realities of life, I think.
So it would just be a better situation. I just want to create my
own school. That's where I want to teach in five years.
Emily may not yet have created her own school, but she has certainly
created her own classroom environment. She often refers to her classroom as
her "home." She in fact spends more time there than she does in her
apartment.
I don't spend an inordinate amount of time in my room [at home],
but I spend a lot of time, you know, in my classroom. Some days
I'm there almost twelve hours, ten hours. I don't go home till 5:00.
I watch the sunset. I watch the seasons change. I watch the
trees change. You know, it's so much a part of me.
When we had parents' night I brought in cider and chocolate chip
cookies. And the parents, it was a blast 'cause I had parents
come in that their kids know who I am and I don't have them in
class, 'cause they stopped in 'cause they wanted to see my room
'cause they heard about it from their kids. It was such a neat
thing. We sat around the coffee table. I had a tie-dyed
tablecloth, you know, and it was just like that is my home.
Here two elements of Emily's class/home are vividly depicted: it is an
inviting, comfortable place for students, and it is a place distinctly Emily's. It
speaks to her personality, it reflects her interests and tastes. Surely this is a
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supportive atmosphere, a space where students can be at ease and safely take
risks.
In this space there can be a healthy and reflective exchange between
teacher and students. Emily believes that "kids are so much feeling...They're
like eighty-five, ninety percent feeling." You have to "grab" their emotions first
in order to get to the intellect. "That's why you take whatever happens, you
know." Emily is willing to stop the action, move away from her lesson plan,
respond to the need when it appears.
We've had days where we just suspended the lesson because I
have the best view out my window. Every
season, it's incredible. Sometimes it takes my breath away. So I
just stop what I'm doin' and we all go over and we hang out the
window and we just talk about stuff. And then we'll go back and
we'll do what we were doing before. Just use these moments.
Sometimes issues are thrust upon them. Recently the school was
coping with a student's suicide, and teachers were instructed "not to raise the
issue" in class. Even though Emily has enormous respect for her principal, she
believed that his directive in this case was incorrect. "I went right to my buddy
Emily [Dickinson] and pulled out the 'After great pain' poem, you know? It didn't
matter that I had something else down."

She reflected upon the immediate

need of her students and responded appropriately.
Emily views this ability of hers to reflect, respond, and adjust her
curriculum as a particular strength, but also a potential weakness in her
approach to instruction. Straying from the curriculum design can become a
problem, an easy way to get through the day, but an avoidance of the tough
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work. What is necessary to prevent such diminution of purpose is to
constantly review your motivation as a teacher and the results of "going with
the flow."
I have to say that that's probably one of the things that I feel best
about but I question myself the most about sometimes. Because
what I do with them is always spontaneous. I plan. I know what
the pages are that I want to cover. But it would be beyond me
now to sit down and say I'm going to achieve this, this, this, and
this. It's like a magical thing that I know they have the ingredients,
and I know I have the ingredients. And every single day it's a new
combination and chemistry, you know. And you just don't know
whether you're gonna get an explosion or a fizzle, but you're
gonna go for it no matter what. That, that spontaneity, because it
comes so easily and it's so much fun and it just feels so right is
sometimes why I question myself. It can't be right because I'm
having such a good time, you know?
Certainly Emily's classroom is a place where children are encouraged
and supported to learn; indeed, one can believe that "magic" takes place there.
But where and how did Emily learn to be this kind of teacher? She said her
training was "not that good." Instead she learned to teach "on my feet in the
classroom, watching people that I taught with. And having experience as one
big family [within a cohesive teaching staff]." The weekly social gatherings
when Emily taught at the junior high school were times "we talked about kids.
We talked, talked, talked, talked education all the time." Any credit for Emily's
teaching skill she places squarely on her peers. "And every single time I
learned something new or I tried something new it's because of one of my
colleagues. I've learned from my colleagues, definitely."
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One teacher friend in particular deserved honorable mention in the
course of Emily's interviews. "Robert" is "the person I have to thank the most
for actually forcing me to buckle down and pursue things." Robert spends
every summer in some kind of professional development program or studying
under a Fulbright or similar fellowship status. Early in their relationship Emily
recognized Robert as a kindred spirit when he remarked, "Don't forget to pick
up your paycheck because you're having so much fun." Emily thought to
herself, "this is what I want to be like."
Up to this point in her career Emily had participated in and enjoyed
professional development programs provided by the school, typically in
afternoon settings at the end of the school day. Those workshops in her early
years of teaching, she said, were "very valuable because we would sit around
with other first year teachers and talk about situations that came up." More
recently Emily prefers "something during the summer that's just for me,"
following the mode practiced by Robert. Any topic that is of interest to Emily,
she feels, is sure to benefit her as a teacher. "I think that anybody who's worth
their weight as a teacher, the minute you're getting information you're saying
'what am I going to do with it?' You live that information but you just can't wait
to decide where you're going to channel it." Here Emily demonstrates how
personal and professional needs merge in the life of the teacher. "It's like I
want to learn it and then I want to figure out how to teach it to my kids."
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She has participated in a variety of programs, one on writing, another on
American culture, one entitled "Women in Society," one on Whitman and
Dickinson, another the Institute on Dickinson, and, finally this past summer,
one on the Brontes. With the first, on women, Emily said she "got on fire."

In

each since, she has been turned on by the materials and nurtured by her
fellow participants. Of the Dickinson Institute, she said:
I got to live in Amherst and study about her in her back yard.
And I felt that that was so important. And then when we got
involved with it I just couldn't believe how many different levels it
appealed to. And there was such a great mix of people that all
came wanting their own thing and with their own experience. You
looked at so many different aspects of the person, and not just
the poet. And it just gave me much more of a sense of who she
was. It was an idyllic summer...
ideal on every single level.
By this statement and others, Emily makes it evident that she is open to
all the possibilities that professional development programs can offer. (We
need to remember that during the Dickinson Institute Emily was seriously ill
and experiencing terrible pain. Yet she was able to draw so much that was
positive from it.) That includes making strong connections with other teacher
participants, especially, Emily noted in one of our interviews, older women.
During each of the three NEH summer programs in which Emily has
participated, she became "close to an older woman who's very interesting." Her
own analysis is that "it's because I'm looking for things that I never see in my
mother." Emily chooses friends from whom she can receive nurturance that is
both professional and personal, or indeed is the integration of the two. One
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such person is her Dickinson Institute friend, Elizabeth, the second subject of
this study.
Elizabeth always made me feel that I had so much to offer, and
that I was a good person. And I found her so interesting. And
the fact that she found me interesting was so wonderful, it just
made me feel so good about myself, you know. Plus, I think the
thing that really drew me to her is what drew me to these other
two people. Elizabeth uses humor to cope all the time. And I
relate to that so strongly.
In summary, Emily described what she thinks constitutes good
professional development programs.
I think the first ingredient has to be that they have to make
teachers feel good about themselves. They have to stimulate the
thought process. I don't think that workshops sometimes on
teaching techniques in the classroom are as valuable as taking
your staff out and doing something to really get those creative
juices flowing. Whether it's going to a play and having a
discussion afterwards or going to an art gallery and seeing a
wonderful exhibit. I think you have to bring the teachers back to
being students again, get them excited.
Emily's formula for success is a simple one: help teachers feel good
about who they are and provide them with experiences that stimulate them
intellectually and creatively. "The first thing you have to do is just put them
together and make them appreciate the fact that they are thinking human
beings and they're creative. I don't think a lot of people do enough of that for
themselves."
This is the same formula Emily applies for success in her classroom.
"Putting the information out there," she said, "is only half of your responsibility.
The other part of your responsibility is making the kids want to gain access to
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the information and making them see how it's relevant to what they do."
Working with special needs students in intense small group settings has
helped Emily clarify this mission for herself and in terms of all students,
regardless of the particulars of the classroom.
Through her training and experience in special education, Emily has
looked carefully at the learning process.
[Teaching in special education] has lowered the anxiety level, you
know, when you're questioning eight kids as opposed to twentyfive. And it made me go after the more personal things, and that's
why I'm dying to take it back and do it with a larger number.
'Cause I know it's effective. It's just a matter of getting
comfortable with it yourself.
The "it" is individualizing instruction, even within a large group. This year
Emily is making a particular effort to teach again in the "regular education"
classroom, to put her skills to work in a setting that may include children with
special needs but is not exclusively for them. The day after our third interview
Emily was scheduled to teach Dickinson to a regular class of students.
I'm going into this group and I'm not nervous, and I know that I
can say something to each of them to make them want to read at
least another Dickinson poem. I thought about the kids that are
going to be there and what I know about them. And, you know, I
guess maybe that's what overwhelms a lot of people. 'Cause I
understand when you have a class load of a hundred and twenty
kids it's pretty hard to keep special qualities about each of them
separate in your mind. But I think it can be done. I just think it
takes a lot of work and I think that's the key. Sometimes even
when you have those days when you fade a little bit and you're
not at the top of your form, you just remember that something
that you've connected with a kid, and you pull that connection
back in case you feel you're losing the kid.
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During the third interview, Emily told some stories, some examples of
how she has made connections, connections that she knows have made a
difference. One was the story of "Alice," a student "very much on edge," who
had begun to be a behavior problem in Emily's class. Alice is an able student,
placed in a group below her grade level due to a series of home and school
difficulties. At first Emily was disappointed and then angry that Alice wasn't
meeting the expectations of the class, expectations that Emily knew she was
capable of meeting. One day Alice threw a book at Emily. While Emily didn't
excuse Alice's behavior, she did come to realize that while she had hoped to
"elevate the group" by putting Alice in the sophomore class when actually she
should be a junior, instead "the group was pulling her down." Emily's solution
was to move Alice out of the group and out of special education all together.
When she called Alice to her room to tell her, Alice's anger turned to
appreciation as they talked candidly. Emily's central concern in making this
decision was "how can we make this experience positive" for Alice? She talked
to Alice about how she still cared for her while not liking her behavior. Emily
called this moment in their talk a "trigger" for change in Alice. She is now
working hard and succeeding. Her problems aren't over, but Emily has made a
difference.
Another example of reaching out and making the personal connection,
recent at the time of the third interview, was one of a student whose journal
had revealed terrible trauma. The entries had "just made me weep." Emily and
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she had been meeting for lunch on a weekly basis, and when her birthday
came Emily treated her to Chinese food and bought her a small gift. A
colleague joined them for lunch. When the girl, "Joan," opened her gift, she
cried. So did the other teacher, who realized that Joan "probably has never
ever had anything happen like that."
These gifts, gifts of herself, extend to Emily's colleagues as well. This
year Emily has been offering support to a first year teacher. "Jack" is so afraid
to make a mistake, to appear vulnerable in front of his students. When he
asked Emily how she deals with this concern, her response was that there are
many methods, and all are appropriate and depend on the specifics of the
situation. For example, "sometimes you can 'outsupercilious' them. Sometimes
you make them your allies and you say...'will you check my board?'" What
Emily made clear to Jack was that teachers may start out "thinking that
everything has just one answer and it doesn't. It has so many."
Emily is willing to "share the power," and in so doing she has become a
powerful teacher. Too many people, she said, are "so afraid to give up that
control. And once you do, it doesn't have to be chaos. I think a lot of people
think that lack of autonomy means chaos, and it doesn't." Instead it means a
receptive environment in which everyone, teacher and students, learn.
Emily has moved away from chaos in her own life; she has maintained
individuality, but wrapped it in structure. The physical structure is her
classroom. The mental and emotional structure is a vision about how teachers
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can help students learn. Emily has grown up, and she wants to be there for
others as they do the same.
I've learned that you don't have to hit people over the head with
your difference any more. I think that I've learned a lot of lessons
in the last couple of years. I've learned most of my lessons since
I've been in special ed., I really have. I used to do things almost
for shock value and the annoyance factor. And I realized how
much harder it made it for me to reach my goal. And then I
realized you don't have to beat people over the head. You can
just be yourself, you know, and just start to focus a little differently
on things...I don't have to get as outrageous as I used to to make
a statement.
Emily wrote that one of the biggest rewards in teaching is the "Peter Pan
Syndrome." Teaching means perpetual youth. Yet she has put that joy in
being young and being with the young in a healthy perspective. They, the
youth, invigorate her while she enables them. What motivates her to continue
to teach with such high energy and such a profound commitment, she said
and she wrote, is twofold. First is the enduring emotional connection, the
lasting relationships with students. The second is the ever-changing challenge,
that "nothing is ever static-- the approaches, the materials, and most
importantly the target population."
Emily never wants to stop. Teaching is her life. She told me of a friend
who commented on how stressed Emily seemed at the end of the day, when
she still had "a million things" on her mind. He asked her, "when are you really
happy?" She responded:
When I walk in the morning and I look out at the hills and I know
that this is my classroom. And the day begins. I just lose it when
I have too much time on my hands. I really miss school over
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vacation...The feeling that I walk in and I know things are gonna
happen during the day just because I'm there, you know. That my
presence is significant. My self-esteem needs that. Your know I
need that "gear up" every day when I go in. And also because
with this job I never know what's gonna happen. I love the
element of surprise. You know it doesn't get stale.
If it does start to get stale, Emily does something about it. Right now
her plans include returning to the English department and perhaps teaching a
Latin course designed for her resource room students and others.
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CHAPTER VIII
CONSTRUCTIONS OF REALITY

Deborah Britzman writes, "Teaching concerns coming to terms with one's
intentions and values, as well as one's views of knowing, being, and acting in a
setting characterized by contradictory realities, negotiation, and dependency
and struggle" (1991, p. 8). Each of these four teachers has come to her own
understanding of self and experience. We can extrapolate from their narrative
tales key influences and experiences, and consider how these four
"constructed reality" (Bruner) from the lives they have led. More important than
what happened to them is how they have come to understand it.
Bruner urges us to tell and understand great stories. And the stories of
Lydia, Elizabeth, Vanessa, and Emily are indeed great. They are stories full of
conflict, hardship, humor, joy, and triumph. But Britzman cautions us not to be
so enchanted with what she refers to as "the nostalgia of the personal or the
rhapsody of the unique" (p. 233). If we romanticize these stories we diminish
their impact on our understanding of reality. The dramas are real, and the
protagonists are teachers of merit who have placed their own discourses in a
context. It is a context that we can recognize. They have "come to terms" with
their intentions, their values, and their ways of knowing and acting as
individuals and as teachers. Each teacher deserves a singular review and
special comment. In the discussion that follows, each biography is examined.
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Each teacher's voice is acknowledged. Each subjective self is honored. As
Jerome Bruner wrote, "Self is a construction, a result of action and
symbolization" (1986, p. 130). Lydia, Elizabeth, Vanessa, and Emily have
constructed teaching selves as well as personal selves for us to study.
One way to look at their symbols is to study their metaphors.
Metaphors "highlight" and "coherently organize" elements of influence and
experience (Marshall, 1988, p. 9). What surfaces in a metaphor is likely more
significant than what does not. I asked the four teachers to write about
themselves as teachers using metaphor, in part to find out what would be the
symbolic emphasis each would choose to represent their teaching lives. I also
wanted to provide these teachers with an instructive, reflective activity. Tobin
(1989) tells us that the metaphors teachers choose to conceptualize their
teaching also seem to influence the way they then practice their teaching.
Metaphors inform practice, but don't determine it.
In their landmark book, Metaphors We Live By, George Lakoff and Mark
Johnson (1980) emphasize that the metaphor is "pervasive in everyday life, not
just in language but in thought and action" (p. 3). While in my renditions of
these teachers' lives I have no doubt at times written in metaphor, I did make a
concerted effort to use the teacher's own voice more than my own. I chose
what to tell, and then let them tell it. In this chapter, my voice is the primary
narrative voice in the exploration of each biography, but I will follow the
discussion of my interpretation of their lives with the metaphors they
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themselves wrote about their teaching selves. Thus, as is appropriate, each
teacher will have the last word about her story.

Lydia

An underlying passion for life and a strength of will motivated Lydia
during those difficult years of childhood and college (training). While she is
scarred by the poverty and deprivation of her youth, she has emerged as a
adult who chooses to use those memories to help understand that the children
in her classroom endure private struggles as well. She coaxes them through
writing and through performance to both express themselves and to recognize
the common elements of the human condition found in literature.
Lydia is more than just a survivor. That she can acknowledge Louis as
a teaching mentor and not just a demonic manipulator is truly remarkable. She
can write of him as the "man who drove me to the brink of madness and
suicide, while at the same time the man I must credit with most of the strengths
I possess." Those formative years in the church built on the innate talents
Lydia had as a teacher. Her practice, that is, her rehearsal for teaching in the
church, was one where disciplined study and careful attention to content was
required. A gift she came to recognize in herself (as did the church leaders)
was the gift of persuasion. She was a powerful performer, not just on stage
but also in the classroom.
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The influences of the church run deep in Lydia, and are often revealed
in her language. When she wrote about the "best" parts of teaching, her words
were rich in religious imagery. "In a word, 'students' were my salvation. I
experienced 'transport' when a lesson worked or a student got excited about
literature, writing, etc. These experiences grew with my experience and have
sustained me time and time again." During our final meeting, Lydia
commented that she realized after teaching college students this past year that
her "epiphany" happens in a high school classroom.
But Lydia has had other preceptors besides Louis and the church.
Fortunately other teachers, and not just Louis, recognized and cultivated Lydia's
talents. In high school, Mrs. A., while "tough as nails," made Lydia "feel special
and talented." Lois Rudnick mentored Lydia, insisting that she could be a
gifted teacher. Both demonstrated teaching excellence, with styles and
techniques that Lydia has embraced. Lydia had, in these teachers and others,
the essential models for successful rehearsal in the art of teaching.
Her love of acting has also contributed to Lydia's success, both in and
out of the classroom. On the stage she has found the opportunity for artistic
expression, and audiences enthusiastically applaud her performances. Acting
is serious work for her: intense, time-consuming, risky. But the payoffs have
been significant, as she has known both personal satisfaction and public
praise. "Being in the theatre has improved my teaching incredibly," she writes.
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Her presentation style is "more animated and improvisational," and she has
learned to read her audience.
Reading her audience is one of Lydia's particular strengths as a reflective
practitioner. She accepts students where they are and takes them from there.
She makes herself vulnerable, by being flexible and by revealing her personal
self. She talks about how a certain poem makes her feel. She poses as the
recluse poet. She is watchful not to "slip into the comfortable world of
familiarity," instead welcoming what is new and challenging from her students.
Lydia's "I Am" poem reveals much about the woman and the teacher.
She wants to "suck out the meaningful marrow of life." She likes to pretend, to
be a little girl again. She touches "scar tissue and recoil[s]." She tries "to see
the lightness in each soul" and hopes that her "life will have made a difference."
Lydia is "a student and a teacher."
She wrote that she had no doubts as to the "life metaphor" to select, a
quote from Woodrow Wilson that she paraphrased. "It is not always
comfortable to have strong passions; I sometimes feel as if I carry a volcano
about with me." There is an essential tension in Lydia, an internalized pressure
that when released she directs to good work. The way that she exposes her
personal life to her students is through revealing her essential character as a
woman of passion, drive, and commitment. This character combines with
intellectual and creative talents, and the result is a brave and gifted teacher.
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Lydia wrote of her volcano:
This Vesuvian passion is the mixed blessing of my life. I feel
everything so deeply and so passionately that it often becomes
uncomfortable, sometimes blinding. On the other hand, it has
made experiencing life worth everything. As a teacher, it is not
comfortable to care so deeply that I and others do our best to
teach students. Sometimes I feel as if I will explode because I
know I can do better; I know my colleagues can do better; I know
society can do better; (God knows government can do better!)
My passion is sometimes interpreted as self-righteousness on the
part of my colleagues and eccentricity on the part of students.
But redemption lies for me in my "not guilty" plea at the charge of
having not cared enough to try to make a difference.

Elizabeth

Hers is an extraordinary life story, and Elizabeth carries those images of
the past with her in such a way that they are instructive to her teaching. She
selects significant memories. She keeps in mind her father's harsh reactions to
her as a child when she works with children in the classroom and tries to
"choose my words carefully and to always stress the positive of my students."
She remembers the magic of Sister Mary Nicholas's rendition of John
Masefield's "Down to the Sea." She recalls how Dr. D. "guided" her, but did not
"push."
Somehow Elizabeth developed the stamina to endure terrible pain. With
this stamina came also the strength to accept what befell her and to look to
those who hurt her with charity and love. Her father, she says, had a difficult
life. He did, after all, what he could do. Her husband was a "tortured soul."
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Thus she knows that each of her students lives a life apart from her classroom,
one that may be fraught with anxiety and pressure, perhaps internal as well as
external.
Her classroom is a haven for all students, a place where she wants them
"to find in literature and language the 'friend' I discovered." Her students do find
that friend, as their written and artistic projects reveal. They do come to
understand, under Elizabeth's tutelage, that literature is "a friend who is never
too busy, is always there, a friend who becomes an adventure and an
escape...one who raises your level of awareness...one who leads you to new
worlds, new friends, new thoughts."
Although taught to be compliant, Elizabeth grew up to be unyielding in
her independence of thought and spirit. It is a trait she engenders in her
students. Raised in a repressive environment by a domineering father and a
compliant mother, with limited exposure to art and literature, adventure or any
independent living, Elizabeth nevertheless made the choice to assert herself in
the world. She didn't let her father's objections stop her from being the editor of
the Boston College newspaper. When she challenged church doctrine and
Father C. cautioned her, saying, "You're playing with fire," she retorted, "You're
not answering my questions!" Today her classroom is a place where students
are encouraged to inquire and speculate.
Students love Elizabeth. Even the football player suspended for
inappropriate conduct toward Elizabeth presented her with a rose on
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graduation day. She gives her best and asks the same from them, not just
academically but socially. "I just do not want them laughing at mistakes that
kids make." An atmosphere of tolerance is an atmosphere where children can
learn. Elizabeth want her students to "feel safe and secure." She wants them
to trust her, "that I respect them."
After they feel safe, Elizabeth says, they are now ready to learn. And
her goals for them and for herself are lofty. "I want them to open their eyes
and their ears to anything they might not have seen before, or heard before."
Elizabeth's classroom is a place where students often direct their own learning.
What emerges in their journal writing might well evolve into an instructional
unit. Her teaching style is thus both reflective and responsive.
At critical points in her life Elizabeth received encouragement from
people she respected, teachers whose artistry she wanted to emulate. From
these experiences grew in Elizabeth a confidence about her craft and a
conviction about how she wanted to be in the classroom. Marie D. called
Elizabeth "a natural." Dr. D. "made me feel worthwhile." Her roommate during
her first induction year was another young teacher and "we were great
sounding boards for each other." Elizabeth rehearsed her craft, and practiced
it in front of and along side of talented practitioners.
Her career has been as rich as her life. She in fact has some trouble
distinguishing them. "Teaching has always been who I am, what I am. It's a
total thing. You don't separate that. This is not a profession that is separate
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from whatever else you are." I have come to see in Elizabeth the teacher a
merging of all her roles: as friend, mother, daughter, and lover of literature and
of life. She selected as her metaphor a tree in fall. She writes with too much
modesty, but that is typical. Her gifts to her students are gifts of strength,
shelter, and beauty.
My teaching career is a sturdy tree in the brilliance of fall...the
early years are leaves of gold facing the sun, reaching out to help
and be helped; as time goes on the leaves burnish and are
warmed by experiences, the passing of the seasons of life,
problems and the solutions sought for those problems...the tree
remains strong in spite of many personal and professional
affronts, difficult times, and stress nearly intolerable...that tree with
its varied foliage withstands, and continues to give a modicum of
beauty to the world in which it lives.

Vanessa

Throughout it all, from a tumultuous childhood to a topsy-turvy
professional adulthood, Vanessa has triumphed. She has always been
achievement-oriented, pushed in large part by the need to prove herself. "I
always have to produce a product in order to feel that I have affirmation from
anyone." And when she produces, she does experience success, from that
first poem she published on through the NEH awards. In the classroom,
students and parents praise her work, no matter where and what age group
she is teaching. Her drive to learn and her self-motivation are so strong that
she models these behaviors for her students.
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Teaching, Vanessa said, "is an art form." She believes it is "organic."
The ability to teach is "something that evolves. It's almost poetic at times." She
thus reaffirms Schon's belief in teaching artistry, developed with practice and
inspired by masters. Vanessa's peers during her induction phase were some of
her most influential tutors. Vanessa has gained insights into literature through
course work and independent study (she can "learn anything," given the
books). But the teachers on her team in the middle school helped teach her
how to teach. For example, Martha, who taught Vanessa the "art of relaxed
tension," demonstrated how a high positive structure camouflaged by a laidback atmosphere provides a setting that students respond to positively.
Vanessa helps students feel good about themselves, often by first
understanding where they are coming from. This understanding was painfully
obvious when to her when she was faced with teaching math to fifth graders.
She identified with their struggle, and knows she made them "feel good about
math," as she worked through her own anxieties while helping them work
through theirs.
But Vanessa doesn't wait for an educational accident, like being forced
to teach math, to find a way to connect with her students' learning. "I think it's
important at least to offer kids the opportunity to hook onto you, with anything
you teach," she said. Students need to understand that they can "hook on" if
they want to. The freedom to do so can empower students to learn. The
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teacher is accessible, and the learning process one common to both teacher
and student.
Students should know their teachers as "learners and doers, not just
instructors," Vanessa believes. Her students know her to be a poet. They get
to read and critique her work as she does theirs. She said that in this way she
is "acknowledging her students as peers." She is letting them know that she
respects them as responsible thinkers. She is also letting them know her, as
her verse reveals Vanessa's private self.
Multiple issues and layers of learning are embraced in a single lesson in
Vanessa's classroom. Since "literature doesn't exist in a vacuum" she stimulates
students "to look in terms of the why." That "why" has no single response,
therefore Vanessa must practice teaching in reflection. She adjusts her
instructional plan to follow the pursuit to answer "why" that the students want to
follow.
Schon emphasizes the need for professionals to continue learning and
developing problem solving abilities throughout their careers so that they can
most effectively work with the changing needs of their students. Vanessa, in
teaching seventh grade, tenth grade, twelfth grade advanced placement, or fifth
grade, has learned, grown, and met the challenge. In the third interview,
Vanessa described this critical element of good teaching through metaphor.
I mean you can hold it up like a crystal, and, dependent on the
angle, different lights and colors will form. And it’s the same thing
when you walk in a classroom. You may have the best plans in
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the world, but it's just a guide. You have to determine what's
been going on the minute before and the minute after.
It is no doubt significant that Vanessa chose the crystal metaphor to
illuminate her belief in the multi-faceted nature of teaching. The lights, angles,
and projections differ every way that you look at it. Similarly, months earlier
when asked to write about herself as a teacher in metaphor, Vanessa chose to
describe herself as a miner. As a miner she is, in part, that "detached
observer" she sees as such an important element of her teaching style. A
miner also has a certain passion, a determination to find that priceless ore.
And, as Vanessa said, "it's the coupling of those two things, of passion and
detachment, that creates a good artist of any form, be it artistic as far as
painting, as far as writing, as far as teaching."
I am a miner. I dig, uncover and discover the latent ore. I then
wash and hone and polish it until it shines; a nugget of humanity,
sparkling in its self-esteem, worth, and beauty.

Emily

In daring to be different in her youth, Emily often put herself at risk. She
played too hard, and at times dangerously. She reacted in anger to the
impositions of a harsh family, a dictatorial church, and a narrow society. Anger
has been a "shaping force" in her life, a force she now understands and
controls. But even in anger she was always passionate and compassionate.
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As an adult she wants to give through teaching. She wants to provide a safe
haven for others confronting adolescent struggles. She has succeeded.
Fortunately Emily benefitted from teachers who supported her
intellectually and emotionally. Mrs. K. "was so convinced that what she had to
teach us was so important, and she just drew us into it." Mrs. K. veered from a
set curriculum and let her instruction be molded by her students' interests and
needs. Mrs. K. urged Emily not to dwell on her hardships but to focus on her
strengths and talents, to be what she could be. "That's what I can really
remember," Emily said, "just her always saying, 'Yes, you can. Yes you can do
this. No you don't need to have this happen in you life to try this.'"
Emily always knew she had a talent for teaching, but it was Dr. C. who
inspired her to teach English. She recalls the very moment, on a Friday,
during a 1:00 class, that Dr. C. taught Wordsworth's "Ode to Immortality." Emily
was transformed. Sister Elinor S. helped also. It was she who supported
students to "put your own spin" on the content studied. Both Dr. C. and Sister
Elinor S. were teachers practicing reflection in action.
For Emily the classroom is not only a center of intellectual challenge; it
is a safe haven, a home. She turned to the classroom after a disastrous year
of working for her father because she knew she was trained for the work and
could be good at it. Her life was chaotic, and teaching was "something I used
to love. The classroom just represents security to me for some reason." For
Emily the classroom is some kind of living organ, an entity that can provide
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warmth, comfort, a creature that represents the personality of its owner. In the
first classroom that she entered in December of the school year, she "just
started doing little things. Putting my stuff on the walls and putting my things
in the showcase. Organizing the drawer the way I wanted them to be," making
it her own.

Emily in fact calls her room at school "home," and spends more

time there than she does in her apartment. She serves food there, plays music
there, and entertains her "guests" there.

Emily believes that students

learn best from one another, that they thus benefit from a diverse learning
environment where students of varying talents, cultural backgrounds, and
special needs come together. Since kids are "ninety percent feeling," a teacher
has to "grab" the emotions in order to reach the intellect. Thus, she reasons, a
teacher must be reflective in action, and "take whatever happens." Somehow,
though unpredictable, connections are made. And Emily sees it as "magic."
"It's like a magical thing that I know they have the ingredients, and I know I
have the ingredients," she said.
Metaphor followed metaphor as Emily described what happens in the
classroom. It is also "a new combination and chemistry" each day. It may be
"an explosion" or "a fizzle," but it's always a reaction. And she loves it, (almost)
every single minute. Emily's most common descriptor for an episode in her
class is "it was a blast!"
Emily knows how she learned both content and craft, and she applies
that knowledge to her teaching. She learned to teach "on my feet" and
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through "watching the people I taught with." These people were not only her
teaching mentors, they were family. She experienced the emotional affiliation
with her colleagues that she states is so crucial to her students' learning. Her
interviews are full of references to one teacher/friend after another, and to the
after school socials where kids and curriculum are often main topics of
discussion. She parties with teacher/friends, travels with teacher/friends, rooms
with teacher/friends.
Emily never stops wanting to learn, and she makes real efforts each
summer to participate in some challenging and stimulating program. Every
program she participates in is meaningful as much for the relationships forged
as for the content learned. In fact, Emily acknowledges that the friendships
borne of shared experience during teacher development programs sustain her
personally as well as professionally.
This coming summer, however, Emily will be working independently on
a unique and provocative project. She was one of few teachers awarded the
highly competitive national fellowship for Independent Study in the Humanities,
funding by the National Endowment. Her subject: "A Vision of Vacuity: Andy
Warhol's Impact on Modern American Culture." This award is quite an
accomplishment, not just because of the competitive nature of the grant
program, but because NEH awarded her funding to study an artist dramatically
distant from the cultural mainstream.
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Emily has matured into a person and teacher comfortable with herself
and with her profession. She would say that they are, in fact, one in the same.
She doesn't need to be "outrageous" anymore in order to make a statement.
But her spirit is undaunted when it comes to understanding and supporting the
actions of her students as they explore and sometimes rebel, as long as they
don't hurt themselves or others.
Emily reckons that teachers have the responsibility to make the students
"want to gain access to the information, and [make] them see how it's relevant
to what they do." That's why she lets them guide the discourse, even though
she remains in control of the situation. She realizes that teachers have to
accept that most questions don't have just one answer. They have "so many."
Emily speaks the language of a reflective practitioner.
It is very clear to Emily that being a teacher means assuming a powerful
role in the lives of children. She tempers this power with tenderness. She
gives fully of herself, through word, action, and gift-giving. She creates a
"class-home" alive with humor and song. And her kids learn. I remember
reading some of the nature poems Emily's "speddies" wrote, inspired by
Dickinson. They were truly wonderful.
The metaphor Emily chose is a quote from Haim Ginott as he defines
his role in the classroom. It is truly hers as well. In sober terms this metaphor
describes the teacher as a powerful force, a force which much choose how to
mete out its influence. Emily's choice is to guide discourse and experience
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with humor and joy. Emily's choice is to nurture self-esteem, ever mindful of
the importance of being at peace with oneself.
I am the decisive element in my classroom. It is my personal
approach that creates the climate. It is my daily mood that makes
the weather. As a teacher I possess tremendous power to make
a child's life miserable or joyous. I can be a tool of torture or an
instrument of inspiration. I can humiliate or humor, hurt or heal.
In all situations it is my response that decides whether a crisis will
be escalated or de-escalated, a child humanized or dehumanized.
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CHAPTER IX
"THE ART OF CHOOSING IS THE ART OF TEACHING"

After I completed my study of each teacher, the five of us met together.
By this time, each of the teachers had reviewed the chapter about herself,
made comments, and verified its content. No one knew anything beyond her
own story and how I told it. At the meeting, it was time for me to talk about my
general findings and to ask them what they thought about my conclusions. I
emphasized that each story stood on its own, that to over-generalize and try to
find definitive meaning through comparisons among the lives was specious
reasoning and contrary to sound case study research.
I did, however, find some common elements both in terms of character
and experience. I wanted to check these out with the teachers themselves.
We met on a Friday afternoon, just days before the end of the school year. I
realized immediately that "real life factors" would influence the content and
quality of our discussion. Teachers are tired at the end of every week, and at
the end of the year, if conscientious, likely frantic to get everything done in
time.
Three of these teachers were in such a mood. The fourth, Lydia, was
now on a child-rearing leave. Instead of teaching high school students, she
had been taking classes as part of her graduate program at the University's
School of Education, teaching a course, and supervising students. While
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certainly very busy, she was not as fatigued as the others. Lydia was also
anxious to talk about how much she missed teaching English, that teaching
"education" to college students was just not as rewarding.
Vanessa was tired, but happy to see all of us and excited to talk about
her advanced placement English seniors and her own summer plans. She was
set to participate in two summer programs: one, a three-week interdisciplinary
program in environmental science sponsored by the National Science
Foundation, and the other, an National Endowment for the Humanities Institute
on Asia and World War II.
Elizabeth was just getting over a virus which had kept her out of school
the day before. In terms of her teaching, what was most on her mind was the
news that she was scheduled to teach one class of science the following year.
Four-person teams in her middle school were being reduced to three teachers,
with each picking up an assignment outside of her discipline. Elizabeth did not
feel at all prepared to teach science.
Emily was the most subdued of the four. Budget problems were
burdening the staff at her school, and some teachers were faced with losing
their jobs. Many were friends as well as colleagues, one a particularly close
friend. The time that Emily felt she needed to spend supporting these teachers
and dealing with "union business" was taking away from her time with her
beloved "kids." Ending the year and saying good-by is an important and
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poignant ritual for Emily, and this year she wasn't able to give it the intellectual
and emotional energy that is so important for her to dedicate to her students.
Our conversation was rich, in spite of the problems of the day that each
of us brought to the meeting. I told the four that I wanted to present some of
my ideas to them and to "check them out."

Everyone participated in the

discussion, and there seemed to be agreement, a common sense of the
meaning of experiences and of how they all came to terms with their "own
intentions and values."

Common Elements in the Four Life Stories

When I selected these four women to be the subjects of my study, I
knew something of the lives of each one of them. I knew that Lydia was a
professional actress; I even attended one of her performances in a local theater
company production. I knew that Elizabeth was the divorced mother of nine
children, and that one of her sons had died in an automobile accident at the
time of his graduation from high school. I knew that Vanessa had been
happily married since her college days, that she suffered from a variety of
health problems, and that she faced turmoil as a result of job uncertainty for
both her and her husband. I knew that Emily suffered from Crohn's Disease
and that she had been engaged as a young woman but her fiance had died in
an accident.
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In each case, what the women chose to discuss illuminated my
understanding of their professional and personal selves far beyond where my
imagination had taken me in anticipation of the study. Some details of each of
their stories they omitted in their talks with me and their writings for me, and
some details I have chosen to leave out of my presentation out of respect for
their privacy. Even so, their disclosures are powerful and evocative.
No reader could study these four narratives without remarking on some
extraordinary similarities in these life stories. Each of these teachers, these
women, were raised in unhappy homes with fathers who placed themselves at
some emotional and physical distance from their daughters. Each father was
an alcoholic. Three of the four women were raised in strict Catholic homes,
attending parochial schools. For all four, religion was a critical influence,
indeed, a determining factor, in life experience. Each women in adulthood has
reached some level of personal reconciliation with doctrine, but each at her
determined distance from the institutional faith of her childhood.
This is not a psychological study, nor am I a therapist. There are no
doubt layer upon layer of psychological interpretations that could be placed on
each narrative and on their composite. Instead I leave the reader with the
acknowledgement of these possibilities but also with the request to accept
these constructed realities as each individual subject chooses to present and
understand them.
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Common Themes in These Teachers' Lives

It wasn't until our final meeting that I asked the four teachers if they
would each allow the other three to read their life stories. I didn't know if they
would feel comfortable revealing themselves without the anonymity of
pseudonym. Obviously each of the four would be able to identify the others
beneath the slender veil of an assumed name.

They all agreed, and look

forward to reading the entire study. However, at the time of our final meeting,
they had no idea of the extent to which their lives, as they told about them, ran
parallel.
After explaining my overall intent through this meeting to delineate
common themes in the four life stories, I began by discussing some attitudes I
felt all of them displayed. They included: LOVE OF SUBJECT MATTER, LOVE
FOR STUDENTS, LOVE OF FANTASY, INDUSTRY, and CHARITY OF SPIRIT.
We spent more time discussing these attitudes than talking about anything
else. What the teachers especially wanted to dwell on was their love of subject
matter.
Lydia began by saying, "Definitely, the subject matter." She rhapsodized
on the joy of teaching literature and writing. Elizabeth added how she "tries to
create a love for English." Emily told us how frustrated she was that, after
devoting years to incorporating the study of literature into special education
curriculum, some other teachers were arguing that literature should be omitted
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and that only language art skills should be taught in special education classes.
This approach is contrary to all that Emily believes in.
Adding to the points raised by the other three, Vanessa talked about
engendering a "love of language," an understanding of "the crafting that goes
into something that is well-written." This is the challenge of English teachers,
she said, to help students develop "a love of the art form." Good writing is "just
jewels," and poetry, Vanessa loves to tell her students, is "the ballet of
literature."
The four also talked about their love for their students. Lydia said, "I find
even the 'schmuckiest' ones so endearing." Everyone was grinning then,
sharing in the affection for even the most contrary of adolescents. Elizabeth
talked about how you see the students develop. She explained how she refers
to "blah words," when students use words that are perhaps ordinary and not
rich in description. But then one day, she said, "some kid will say something
beautiful." Elizabeth supports them by paraphrasing Emily Dickinson, telling
her students, 'there's a word to take your hat off to!" That moment, especially
when the word comes from a student who is "struggling" is so "rewarding" that,
Elizabeth said, "it's almost worth giving up your paycheck that day."
Vanessa chimed in that she too used the term "blah words" with her fifth
graders, and created a bulletin board display where "blah words" were placed
surrounded by open spaces where the students had to add synonyms with
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"pizzazz." At this point all of us laughed and reminisced about the pleasures of
working with children.
My choice of the descriptor "charity of spirit" left the teachers somewhat
uncomfortable. They clearly did not want to be labelled as "saints." I assured
them that I knew they were not! My point was that each had come to accept
that people are fallible. Each had so notably come to terms with painful
relationships and experiences. Each had moved away from bitterness and
resentment and on to peaceful acceptance.

t i

i,..

Vanessa said, "I think that once you recognize that you're human, and
capable of mistakes and of grandeur, you have to accept that both are part of
the human condition." We have to "forgive others," she said, "as we have to
forgive ourselves." Elizabeth pointed out that we cannot judge others because
we cannot really know what hardships caused them to act as they do. Lydia's
comment was to add that some charity is self-serving. "To remain angry and
embittered only gives more of myself" to the person or problem. We hurt
ourselves when we dwell on pain. I reminded the four that their choice to
move on and to act with good will is not a choice that everyone makes. Their
charity of spirit is revealed in the way they relate to all of their students, even
the "schmuckiest."
These attitudes (LOVE OF SUBJECT MATTER, LOVE FOR STUDENTS,
LOVE OF FANTASY, INDUSTRY, and CHARITY OF SPIRIT) are indisputably
characteristic of how each teacher makes sense of her work and her life as an
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educator. They did not choose to discuss their work ethic (industry), but it is
so evident in the performance of each in the classroom and in their attention to
professional development. Not only do they love learning and so learn for
learning's sake, they also refuse to rest on prior successes. They constantly
revise their instructional programs. No course is taught the same way twice; in
fact, no class is taught the same way twice. After all, the children are always
different and the thus the teacher, they believe, must always act in reflection.
Their love of fantasy is tied to their love of subject matter. But Elizabeth,
in our final meeting, reiterated a point she had so clearly made in the
interviews and in her personal narrative: "You want to give your students that
way to survive." Many lead such difficult lives and, she added, "it is a gift, it
really is a gift that you need to share." The words "fantasy" and "escape" were
used by each teacher in recounting her own childhood. Now as teachers they
encourage their students to travel where imagination leads them, both as
readers and as thinkers.
We five came to a mutual understanding of what I meant by "charity of
spirit," and they agreed, if modestly, it was a trait they shared. They possess
compassionate souls, and they teach with a generosity that allows their
students to find their own ways to succeed. Not every story of every student in
every classroom can be a success story. But these teachers accept everyone,
and open possibilities for every student.
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That they both love to teach English and love to teach their students is
indisputable. Given the opportunity to talk about their work, as I did in this
final meeting, they will wax on and on with one anecdote after another, making
reference to Dickinson or Poe and to student upon student. Other frustrations
about teaching did enter the conversation. At one point, for example, Lydia
referred to feeling "torn being a passionate teacher in a dispassionate place."
Elizabeth shuddered at the thought of teaching science. But each was ready
to talk about a favorite author, or her next project, or a "kid" in her class.
I also told the teachers that I thought each possessed a set of skills
critical to good teaching. They included skills of PERFORMANCE, INQUIRY,
HOW TO LEARN BY DOING, and the ABILITY TO BE LED OFF TRACK AND
TEACH FROM THERE. Each teacher, I continued, had demonstrated some
"natural" talent or ability that was recognized by her own teachers. Each was
encouraged to pursue the profession.
The teachers were less interested in talking about their skills than talking
about their subject matter or their students. However, the text of their
interviews and their personal narratives had revealed these skills quite
emphatically. Each certainly loves to perform. Lydia takes it so far as to act in
local theater productions, but she just as readily assumes the part of Emily
Dickinson in her classroom or urges her students to assume the roles of the
protagonists in "The Crucible." Emily acts out Dickinson's life and immerses her
classroom in the words, pictures, and music of a whole variety of artists, from
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Bronte to Andy Warhol to Elton John. Elizabeth performs in her classroom, a
comfortable alternative, perhaps, to trying out for the legitimate stage. Vanessa
referred to herself frequently in comedic terms, and laughed broadly at her own
jokes.
Each teacher possesses an inquisitive mind but, perhaps more
importantly, engages her students in critical thinking. When I mentioned this
skill in our group discussion, Vanessa commented that it was "odd you say that
because isn't it [inquiry] what good writing does?" In other words, good
teachers, like good writers, stimulate thinking rather than provide answers.
This, most definitely, is how these four practice their art in the classroom.
Even after years in the classroom, Lydia, Elizabeth, Vanessa, and Emily
all related to the statement that they learn by doing. For each, those induction
years were far more critical to their development of teaching skills than were
their education courses. And, be it five, fifteen, twenty, or thirty years later,
they are learning more about how and what to teach every day in the
classroom. As Vanessa said in her third interview, "I am constantly thinking,
and revamping and revising...I'm still thinking was there a better way, could I
have done something, approached it differently to really tune in everyone."
When I posed a question to each teacher during an interview about
being led off track, each responded that they had learned that letting yourself
be led by your students was often a good thing. To insist on adhering to your
prescribed lesson plan is to ignore where your students are and what they
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want to know. In one of her interviews, Elizabeth said, "somehow I can weave
that [what the students are interested in] into the fabric of what we’re doing."
Each teacher articulated the concept of reflection in action without knowing the
term, and each offered concrete examples without prodding.
Next we talked about factors that influenced their lives. As Jerome
Bruner says, "self is a construction, a result of action and symbolization" (1986,
p. 130). In the end, we each make choices as to which experiences are
important and how we will live with our history. For these teachers, certainly,
ADVERSITY was a major factor in their development. When I presented this
idea to them, I faced a collective frown. Vanessa qualified my statement by
accepting that "cooing with adversity" was a factor. Yes, I agreed, "coping" is
exactly the point. It is not important to dwell on causes but rather to focus on
how each teacher has accepted adversity, lived with the pain, and even
embraced it, in the sense that they each have matured into such wise and
compassionate human beings.
As modest as they were during that last discussion, they all had to admit
that not everyone embraces her or his life experiences with such a healthy
attitude. Many put the bad times in the past, but that may not be enough.
"Some people get beyond it but never look back" was Emily's comment.
Indeed, Lydia agreed, "I think that a lot of very hurtful teachers have gone
through a lot of hurt in their lives and don't think about it." Reconciliation with
one's life experiences is key.
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In the case of each of these four, TEACHERS were a major influence in
their lives and in their decision not just to teach, but how to teach.

In high

school Lydia had Mrs. A., "perhaps the most powerful influence in my life
before college." In college, Lois Rudnick and Ann Bertoff mentored her
personally as well as professionally. In high school Elizabeth wanted to
emulate Sister Mary Nicholas, a "good teacher" and a "good performer." Dr. D.
and Father C. taught important content and modelled good teaching at Boston
College. They offered Elizabeth friendship and respect as well. Vanessa's high
school teachers encouraged her to write and to publish. Her team colleagues
during her induction years, especially Martha and Rick, provided Vanessa with
opportunities to observe good teaching. Ms. K., Emily's high school English
teacher, told her," you're a good writer. I want you in here." Dr. C. changed
Emily's life when, in college, he read Wordsworth's "Ode to Immortality" one
Friday afternoon in class.
Early on, Lydia, Elizabeth, Vanessa, and Emily learned that the
classroom can be a wonderful place and that teachers can be powerful people.
Now, as practicing teachers, when I asked them to describe themselves in
metaphor they each chose images of power and influence. Each sees herself
as a force of energy, a critical factor able to alter the lives of her students.
Lydia is volcanic, a Vesuvian force. Elizabeth is a tree, sturdy, reaching out to
help and be helped. Vanessa is a miner, uncovering the latent ore and
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polishing it until it shines. Emily is the decisive element, Greeting the climate,
able to humiliate or humor, hurt or heal.
In talking about the metaphors, I told them, "teaching is powerful in
your lives and you are powerful as teachers." I li/abeth said she was
intimidated at first by the assignment to write a metaphor, but whete/er I //rote
just flowed. It was easy to answer." Their metaphorical language is both male
and female, uttered with the confidence of integrated selves

I hey all agreed

that they know who they are as teachers; the images the/ selected reflect this
security and strength. The other three nodded when, tapping into a current
popular image, Lydia said, "I feel like I ’hit my /one' when I teach my students.1'

!niBilcation§Jol le&cber TfMWU W'J

When I began this study, it was my hope that this e/ploration of
biography would serve several purposes. I warrted to find o>/t more ado ;t
teachers who had earned my respect and engaged m/ curiosity

It is m/ oelief

that a good story is a good learning tool. I hoped that I ooud tell some gvx;
stories," and that others could learn something from them.
The stories of Lydia, Elizabeth, Vanessa, arid Emily can all be presorted
as inspirational tales. These are stories of engaged, energized, committed aoc
thus exemplary teachers v/ho can therefore ser/e as model teachers to study
Teacher training programs should site such stories as they help teacoers
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understand their profession and define themselves in their roles in the
classroom. Staff development programs should include a component of self¬
exploration and sharing of experiences as they support teacher growth and
sustain high performance. The general public needs to read about our finest
teachers if they are to support teacher excellence both with praise and
pocketbook.
I also hoped that each of the teachers who generously lent their time to
my research would, by the end, feel that it was time well spent. They all tell
me that they did. While it was a bit "disconcerting" to tell her life story and
reflect on its meaning for hour after hour, each agreed that the occasional
discomfort was well worth it. For all four, the time spent in reflection was an
affirmation of their own lives and an opportunity to consider the general human
condition. This wasn't the first time for any of them to pause and review their
own histories. But none of them had ever spent this kind of time in reflection
about their teaching selves as they relate to their personal selves.
It is rare to have this kind of opportunity for self-exploration, and Lydia,
Elizabeth, Vanessa, and Emily all told me in our last meeting together, how
much they got out of this kind of "indulgence." Elizabeth said,
I have never ever done anything like this. So it was very revealing
to me. It was sometimes very disconcerting, traumatic in many
ways, sad, joyful. It was altogether a very unique experience...I'm
glad I went through it and glad you asked me to be a part of it.
And I've learned some interesting things about myself.
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My investigation of each teacher's life was in itself a developmental
intervention.
The extent to which my work influenced the thinking of each is as individual as
each one of them is. So much depended on who she was, where she was,
and what was the subjective context of her life at the times that we spoke.
However, in every case, my work had an impact.
Such a process for teachers should not be an indulgence but regarded
as essential. Teachers must understand and accept their own "intentions and
values" and their "ways of knowing." They must recognize the place SELF has
in their presentation in the classroom.
This study, therefore, suggests two directions for teacher education and
teacher development programs. The first is to describe model teachers.
Weave stories whose texture includes sources of motivation and resulting
achievement. Tell tales of great teachers who love their work and love their
students, who are creative artists and challenging preceptors. These four
teachers, and many, many others, can be used as prototypes for the education
of teachers, the evaluation of teachers, and the sustaining of good teachers.
A lesson about model teachers has inadvertently emerged from this
study. These "teacher/gems" have no special credentials. They have no
unique training or experience. They've won no national awards. Exemplary
teachers can be found everywhere; what is missing is the celebration of their
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work. If we are going to successfully educate people into the profession, we
have to expose them to good, and accessible, models.
The second direction is to support self-knowledge in our teachers.
Celebrate their lives. Tell them, yes, teaching is a very personal profession.
Who you are has a lot to do with how you teach. Such consideration can help
us reaffirm what is good and change what needs to be changed.
Teaching is all about "practical knowledge," which, as Carter reminds us,
"is shaped by personal history, which includes intentions and purposes, as well
as the cumulative effects of life experiences" (1990, p. 300). Teachers, all
teachers, should be educated to understand how critical their self-examination
is to their teaching. If encouraged to trace their intellectual biographies
(Shulman), teachers can not only come to better understand why they teach,
but also what makes them teach well and how they can teach better.
"The art of making choices is the art of teaching" (Gage). Teachers
must be able to respond to the immediacy of their classroom settings. They
must choose how to teach and what to teach based on who they teach and
when they teach them. They must, however, also sustain an instructional
program with sound learning goals and objectives directed to student
achievement. They must strive to challenge students with the lesson of the
day and to stimulate them to want to learn more.
This is art in its highest form, and such artistry is not easy to achieve.
But teachers, such as Lydia, Elizabeth, Vanessa, and Emily, possess both the
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ability and the sensibility to be successful. These are teachers who teach by
example. They professionally present their personal selves, individuals who
love learning, are open to new ideas and experiences, who have cultivated
thoughtful habits. These life stories provide texture and context to our
understanding of the teaching profession. May we use these stories and
others to help recruit, train, and motivate our best teachers.
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APPENDIX A
GOALS AND ASSUMPTIONS: NEH INSTITUTE

(Excerpted from the Evaluation of the NEH Institute Program,
"Myths of Amherst: Emily Dickinson and the 19th Century New England
Village" 1990-91)
II. GOALS AND ASSUMPTIONS
Project activities were geared to the achievement of four major goals.
I. TO PROVIDE TEACHERS WITH A RICH AND VARIED CONTENT, A
BROAD CONTEXTUAL BASE OF INFORMATION ON DICKINSON
AND 19TH CENTURY LITERATURE, HISTORY, AND CULTURE.
II. TO REHEARSE TECHNIQUES OF INSTRUCTION;
TEACHING METHODOLOGIES THAT STIMULATE CRITICAL
THINKING AND CREATIVITY.
III. TO ENCOURAGE A GENERAL SENSE OF PROFESSIONAL
RENEWAL THROUGH FOSTERING A SPIRIT OF COLLEGIALITY
AND MUTUAL RESPECT.
IV. TO SUPPORT PERSONAL NEEDS; ENCOURAGE A SENSE OF
SATISFACTION, REWARD, AND INVIGORATION ON A
PERSONAL LEVEL.
These goals could be achieved, I believed, based on this set of assumptions:
I.

TEACHERS WHO COMMIT THEMSELVES TO FOUR WEEKS OF
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT ACTIVITIES CARE ABOUT THE
PURSUIT OF THEIR OWN LEARNING AS WELL AS THE
IMPROVEMENT OF THEIR PROFESSIONAL CRAFT.

II. THE TOPIC FOR STUDY IS ONE THAT ENGAGES AND MOTIVATES
TEACHERS AS LEARNERS.
III. THE METHODS OF DISCOURSE ARE ONES THAT MODEL THE
KINDS OF SETTINGS FOR LEARNING THAT TEACHERS WILL
THEN WANT TO EMPLOY IN THEIR OWN CLASSROOMS TO
STIMULATE CRITICAL THINKING AND CREATIVITY.

214

APPENDIX B
BACKGROUND QUESTIONNAIRE

1.

When were you born?

2.

Where were you born?

3.

List other family members and their years of birth.

4.

Where were you raised (before the age of eighteen)?

5.

If you have ever been married, state year of marriage, duration, and
children (if any).

6.

What college(s) did you attend? When? What courses of study?

7.

Why did you make the choice(s) of college(s) that you did?

8.

At what point did you make the definite decision to enter teaching?

9.

What were the major attractions that teaching held for you at that time?

10. What other occupations did you consider seriously as possibilities?

11. Can you recall what you thought about yourself when you decided to
enter teaching? (e.g. qualities that fit well, etc.)
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12. In what ways is teaching different from what you expected when you
entered the field? (How better and how worse.)

13. List the positions, other than summer jobs, that you have held since
graduation from college.

14. Have you taken any courses since your last formal degree program? (List
as many as you can recall.)

15. How much time do you spend at school on a given day?

16. How is this school time distributed between
a. classroom teaching
b. preparation for classes
c. grading papers
d. administrative paper work
e. seeing individual students
f. extracurricular activities
g. administrative assignments
h. meetings
i. other (specify)

_
_
_
_
_
_
_
_

17. How much time, including weekends, do you spend working at home in
an average week?
On what tasks?

18. Do you spend time on school matters each week other than at school or
home (i.e., at meetings)?
If yes, how many?

19. List any awards or professional incentives received (include date if
possible).

20. What do you find most rewarding about teaching? (List your top three, in
order of importance.)
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APPENDIX C
LUKE'S LEARNING INVENTORY
(MODIFIED FORM)

LEARNING INVENTORY FORM
A.

What professional experiences have made you a better teacher?
(Examples: camp counselor, in-service training, tutoring)
Experience

B.

Job-Related

Credit

Cost

What activities that you experienced in your personal life that have made
you a better teacher? (Examples: membership in a book club, an
educational study tour, volunteer work)

(Adapted from Luke, R.A. (1980). Teacher-centered in-service education:
Planning and products. Washington, D.C.: National Educational Association.)
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APPENDIX D
GUIDED PERSONAL NARRATIVE

The format for this autobiographical narrative is yours to choose. Take your
time over the summer to put down your thoughts. You may want to write a
journal. You may prefer to answer the questions as listed. Or, you may want
to use this as an opportunity to write the great American story, the life of a real
teacher! No matter what the approach, please be sure that you pay attention
to all four phases of teacher development (pre-training, pre-service, induction,
and in-service) and that you answer the questions listed below.
CHILDHOOD (until college)
1.

As a child, what were your favorite ways to spend time? Who did you
spend time with?

2.

Which people were the major influences in your life?

3.

Of the teachers you have had at one time or another, who did you
consider outstanding, and why?

4.

Name some of your favorite books, movies, songs, television shows.

COLLEGE YEARS
1.

Was there a "turning point" when you decided to become a teacher?

2.

What were your favorite ways to spend time? Who did you spend time
with?

3.

Did you have an outstanding teacher in college?

4.

Name some of your favorite books, movies, songs, television shows.

THE FIRST FEW YEARS OF TEACHING
1.

Was there a teacher you observed or worked with that you thought was
particularly good? Why?

2.

What support did you receive on the job?
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3.

What personal support did you have?

4.

What did you do in your free time?

YOUR TEACHING CAREER
1.

What would you say are your greatest strengths as a teacher?

2.

What kind of support do you get at your work place?

3.

What is the most important contribution that you make as a teacher?
What helps you do it well?

REFLECTIONS...
Drawing on your life history, identify a metaphor (or metaphors) that captures
the essence of yourself as a teacher.
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APPENDIX E
SAMPLE INTERVIEW QUESTIONS

Interview One
(A focused life history, lasting no more than ninety minutes. Questions openended, and based in part by the subject's written responses to the
questionnaire.)
1.

What name (pseudonym) would you like to choose?

2.

You were born (when) and (where). Tell me about your parents and
siblings.

3.

What are your earliest recollections?

4.

Tell me about how you spent time at home as a child.

5.

Talk about school.

6.

Talk about church (and/or other programs/activities you were affiliated with
as a child).

7.

What did you do on summer vacations?

8.

What books did you read? Were you read to?

9.

Tell me about your high school days (curriculum, extra-curricular, teachers,
pastimes).

10. What were your dreams?
11. Talk about college (course work, professors). What did you learn about
teaching while in college?
12. Tell me about dating and marriage decisions.
13. Where did you learn to teach?
How did you learn to teach?
Who taught you to teach?
14. Tell me about your teaching jobs.
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15. How did/do you balance work and private life (family)?
16. What are your dreams?
17. Tell me about your typical day.
18. Tell me about your ideal day.
Interview Two
(Subject asked details about teacher training, induction years, and influences
on her teaching. Many questions specific to the personal narratives and first
interviews.)
1.

Tell me more specifically about your college years (course work, peers,
professors, distinctions, memorable moments/events).

2.

Who influenced you to enter the field of teaching and why?

3.

What were the other factors in selecting teaching as a career?

4.

Talk (in detail) about your first years of teaching (courses taught, peers,
administrators, distinctions, memorable moments/events).

5.

Describe different stages of your teaching career up to the present time
(courses taught, peers, administrators, distinctions, memorable
moments/events).

6.

Talk about your professional development experiences. What were they
and how did they influence you?

7.

In particular, how was the NEH Institute influential?

8.

Explain how you teach thinking skills.

9.

After hearing a definition of "reflection-in-action," comment.

10. How do you feel today about your chosen profession and your role as a
teacher?
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Interview Three
(Exploration of the relationship between the subject's life and work. Most
questions particular to each subject's own life history.)
1.

After two interviews, and after having written the personal narrative, how
are you feeling about this project? How do you feel about yourself as a
teacher?

2.

I'm trying to understand motivation. Talk about what interests you, inspires
you, challenges you.

3.

After an explanation of "apprenticeship of observation," comment.

4.

Talk about "self as text" (Bruner).

5.

Talk about teachers as artists.

6.

Talk about self-knowledge and knowing how to teach.

7.

How can schools be more effective as centers of professional
development?
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